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The early-21st century has witnessed a transformation in both technological advancement 
and the nature of the employment relationship. Flexible workforce strategies have been adopted 
(Kalleberg 2003); internal labor markets have disappeared (Cappelli 2001); and large, vertically 
integrated firms have vanished as well (Davis 2016a). These trends have all led to a dramatic rise 
in the use of independent contractors. In conjunction, we have witnessed a shift in employment, 
from the career, to the job, to the task (Davis 2015).  At the confluence of changes in the nature 
of employment relationships and technological advancements lies the gig economy — the focal 
point of this study. What differentiates work in the gig economy is that it operates within a new 
work ecosystem that is managed by online platforms, which broker work between employers and 
workers.   
Using in-depth interviews and secondary sources, this study examines the gig economy 
through three main lines of inquiry. First, it investigates the role of gig work in a worker’s labor 
market and career strategy. To do this, the study demarcates who is completing gig work and 
examines why they are completing it. Next, the project considers job quality through two lenses: 
a platform perspective and a worker perspective. In examining job quality from both these 
angles, it tries to answer the question: is gig work a good or a bad job? Finally, the project 
examines in what ways, if any, digital platforms and gig work may be affecting worker migration 
decisions. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
“Before the Internet, it would be really difficult to find someone, sit them down for ten minutes and get 
them to work for you, and then fire them after those ten minutes. But with technology, you can actually 
find them, pay them the tiny amount of money, and then get rid of them when you don’t need them 
anymore.”-Lukas Biewald – CEO, Crowdflower 
Introduction 
The early-21st century has witnessed a transformation in both technological advancement 
and the nature of the employment relationship. A single Apple iPhone 5 — by now, already 
several years behind the latest technology — has 2.7 times the processing power that the 1985 
Cray-2 supercomputer had.1 Furthermore, 85 percent of working-age adults in the Unites States 
have smartphones.2 In other words, 85 percent of Americans have portable, technologically 
powerful devices at their disposal. At the same time, the organization of work has also 
transformed. Flexible workforce strategies have been adopted (Kalleberg 2003); internal labor 
markets have disappeared (Cappelli 2001); and large, vertically integrated firms have vanished 
as well (Davis 2016a). These trends have all led to a dramatic rise in the use of independent 
contractors. 
In conjunction, we have witnessed a shift in employment, from the career, to the job, to 
the task (Davis 2015).3 At the confluence of changes in the nature of employment relationships 
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and technological advancements lies the gig economy — the focal point of this study. What 
differentiates work in the gig economy is that it operates within a new work ecosystem that is 
managed by online platforms, which broker work between employers and workers.   
Using in-depth interviews and secondary sources, this study examines the gig economy 
through three main lines of inquiry. First, it investigates the role of gig work in a worker’s labor 
market and career strategy. To do this, the study demarcates who is completing gig work and 
examines why they are completing it. Next, the project considers job quality through two lenses: 
a platform perspective and a worker perspective. In examining job quality from both these 
angles, it tries to answer the question: is gig work a good or a bad job? Finally, the project 
examines in what ways, if any, digital platforms and gig work may be affecting worker migration 
decisions.  
Given the newness of digitally mediated work arrangements paired with the projected 
growth of gig work, research understanding the role the gig economy plays in workers’ 
experiences and decisions is important. This study contributes to the growing, but nascent, 
literature on gig work in several ways. First, it introduces both a typology of platforms and a 
typology of gig workers, thereby establishing a baseline understanding of platform 
characteristics and worker motivations. Next, it demarcates key elements of job quality in gig 
jobs. Understanding the variability in the quality of these jobs helps to assess more precisely the 
conflicting benefits and costs associated with gig work. Finally, this study introduces the notion 
of geographic sovereignty for workers, a possibility that has been born of the virtual migration of 
work and of location-independent labor markets. 
  
3 
The Gig Economy: A New Phenomenon — or Piecemeal Work Reincarnated? 
Is gig work new, or is it just a “reincarnation” of piecemeal work? To begin to answer 
this question, it is vital to demarcate clearly what gig work actually is — starting with its 
definition. 
 The origin of the term “gig” is up for debate, with no consensus among etymologists 
about its roots. The first published use of the word, according to the Random House Historical 
Dictionary of American Slang (1994) (or Dictionary of American Slang), was from 1907. The 
Dictionary of American Slang defines a “gig” as a “business affair; state of affairs; (hence) 
undertaking or event.” It speculates that this might be an altered form of the word “gag,” which 
means, “a variety of action or behavior; practice, business, method, etc.,” which it dates to 1890.4 
Gig’s first known connection to piecemeal work came courtesy of Helen Green’s 1908 book The 
Maison de Shine: More Stories of the Actors’ Boarding House.5 In her story, when a boarder 
explained that he was the “champion paper tearer of the West” he was then asked, “What kind o’ 
gig is that?” (p.48).6 His “gig,” specifically, was “tearing paper into odd designs” for display in 
shop windows. 
 About a decade later, the term was embraced more widely. Jazz musicians latched onto 
“gig” as both a noun and a verb as early as 1921 to describe the “one-nighters” or other short-
term playing engagements with which they scraped out a livelihood.7 That year, the music trade 
magazine Billboard ran an article titled “Gigging.” The article said, “You may not have not 
known it, but you witnessed a ‘Gig,’ for that is the term by which such employment is known to 
                                                     
4 http://wordspy.com/blog/category/etymology/  
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about four thousand musicians and singers who are daily engaged at it.”8 The article was 
referring to a jazz band that was hired to play at a wedding as a short-term job. 
The short-term or piecemeal work that jazz musicians were doing has many similarities 
to work in the gig economy. Stanford (2017) argues that work on the gig economy typically 
shares the following five attributes: 
1. Work is performed on an on-demand or as-needed basis. Producers only work when 
their services are immediately required, and there is no guarantee of ongoing 
engagement. 
2. Work is compensated on a piecework basis. That is, producers are paid for each 
discrete task or unit of output, not for their time. 
3. Producers are required to supply their own capital equipment. This typically includes 
providing the place where work occurs (home, car, etc.), as well as any tools and 
equipment utilized directly in production. Because individual workers’ financial 
capacity is limited, the capital requirements of platform work (at least the capital used 
directly by workers) are typically relatively small, although these assets can be 
significant in the lives of the workers who must purchase and maintain them. 
4. The entity organizing the work is distinct from the end-user or final consumer of the 
output, implying a triangular relationship between the producer, the end-user and the 
intermediary. 
5. Some form of digital intermediation is utilized to commission the work, supervise it, 
deliver it to the final customer, and facilitate payment. 
  
                                                     
8 http://listserv.linguistlist.org/pipermail/ads-l/2015-August/138436.html 
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Taking the jazz musicians’ perspective, many of these attributes directly relate to their 
arrangement; some might argue that all but the final attribute directly relate. The final attribute, 
though, is really the only one that differentiates today’s gigs to gigs from other epochs.  
Looking further back, historically, piecemeal work and subcontracting practices were the 
predominant form of paid work in early capitalism, until later in the 19th century (Deakin 2000; 
Steinfeld 2001). Stanford (2017) also suggests that the triangular relationship between producer, 
end-consumer, and intermediary that is typical of digital platform work (Stewart and Stanford, 
2017) (attribute #5 above) also has many historical precedents. In sum, Deakin (2000), Steinfield 
(2001), and Stanford (2017) demonstrate that the gig economy is really a “reincarnation” of 
previous work strategies that were common in earlier periods of capitalism.   
Work remained mostly unstable until the 1930s, when a series of events changed the 
employment relationship, starting with the New Deal and other protections implemented around 
the same time (Jacoby 1985). The three decades following World War II were then marked by 
sustained growth and prosperity, along with the establishment of a new social contract between 
business and laborer, which solidified the growing security and economic gains of this period 
(Kalleberg 2009). 
What is the Gig Economy? 
Despite all of the attention given to the “gig” economy in the media and scholarly 
writings, there is still little consensus on how to define it. Some refer to it as the sharing or 
platform economy and make the distinction that it requires peer-to-peer exchange (Frenken and 
Schor 2017). Others have defined it as any alternative work arrangement that requires an online 
intermediary (Katz and Krueger 2016). The Bureau of Labor Statistics, for its part, recently 
defined it as “a single project or task for which a worker is hired, often through a digital 
6 
marketplace, to work on demand” — signaling with the word “often” that the digital requirement 
is not a necessary condition. 
Farrell and Grieg (2016) adjudicate the differences between Frenken and Schor’s (2017) 
definition and Katz and Kreuger’s (2016) through a key distinction: they argue that all digital 
platform businesses perform some kind of matching function, connecting participants who then 
engage in some form of exchange with one another, directly or indirectly. Furthermore, matching 
platforms can be divided into two broad categories: those that facilitate the exchange of assets 
(Frenken and Schor’s definition) and those that facilitate actual production (Katz and Kreuger’s 
definition) (Farrell and Grieg 2016). Such a categorization recognizes key distinctions between 
platforms and offers a specific point of their differentiation. This study will specifically focus on 
platforms that facilitate actual work and production, versus exchange of assets (examples of the 
latter of which would be couchsurfing.com and Airbnb). For this study, I adopt the 
Congressional Research Service’s definition of the gig economy as:  
The collection of markets that match providers to consumers on a gig (or job) basis in 
support of on-demand commerce. In the basic model, gig workers enter into formal 
agreements with on-demand companies to provide services to company’s clients. 
Prospective clients request services through an Internet-based technological platform or 
smartphone application that allows them to search for providers or to specify jobs. 
Providers (gig workers) engaged by the on-demand company provide the requested 
service and are compensated for the jobs. (Donovan, Bradley, and Shimabukuro 2016:1-
2) 
 
 While there are examples where gig work is relatively stable and long-term, the gig 
economy is generally characterized by short-term engagements among employers, workers, and 
customers. It represents a digital version of the offline casual, atypical, freelance, or contingent 
work arrangements. What differentiates work in the gig economy for other alternative work 
arrangements is that it operates in a new work ecosystem managed by online platforms that 
broker work between employers and workers. Many of these platforms, furthermore, operate on 
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mobile interfaces or smartphone applications, thus rendering location virtually irrelevant: 
workers can be found and deployed anywhere — and from anywhere — at any time. 
Beginning in the 1970s, scholars have also demonstrated that structural changes in social, 
political, and economic institutions have changed the organization of work, in a process that has 
seen stable employment systems replaced with work systems that are more polarized and 
precarious (Kalleberg 2011). While other epochs in United States history exhibited similar 
trends, Kalleberg argues that the current changes “represent long-term structural transformations 
in employment relations rather than being simply reflections of short-term business cycles” 
(Kalleberg 2011: 21). Indeed, the new social contract of employment, with its increased 
flexibility for employers, has meant the end of lifelong employment and predictable 
advancement for workers (Cappelli 1999). Coupled with this change has been the rapid rise of 
digitally mediated work, which has created a new twist on nonstandard work arrangements — or, 
more specifically, the gig economy. Understanding how work changed, back in the direction of 
gig work away from the more stable organization of work from the early to mid-20th century, is 
important for contextualizing our current situation. 
From Stable Employment to the Gig Economy: How Did We Get Here? 
The U.S. economy has changed dramatically since about 1970. First, we have seen a 
dramatic increase in service work, with an equally dramatic decrease in manufacturing work 
(Morris and Western 1999). Until the 1970s, industrial and manufacturing work had comprised 
the lion’s share of work available in the United States. A substantial shift in employment began 
in that decade, however, tilting toward industries that produced services. This growth has been 
the driving force of the “knowledge society” we live in today, in which information has become 
the central source of power and productivity. 
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In 2009, more than 85 percent of people in the U.S. worked in the service sector, up 
nearly 70 percent since 1970 (Kalleberg 2011: 29). The service sector has, in turn, fueled the 
expansion of contingent and nonstandard work, since service sector jobs tend to be more 
conducive to flexible scheduling (Kalleberg 2011). Twenty-five years ago, 1 in 5 U.S. workers 
was employed by a Fortune 500 company. Today, the ratio has dropped to less than 1 in 10, and 
one of the largest private employers in the United States is the temporary employment agency 
Manpower Incorporated (Lui, Feils, and Scholnick 2011). 
There have also been significant drops in unionization rates (Clawson and Clawson 
1999). As labor unions’ power has weakened, their ability to negotiate traditional job 
arrangements has dwindled (Fantasia and Voss 2004); the precipitous decline in manufacturing 
jobs has led to the weakening of unions’ power and, with this, subsequently weaker bargaining 
positions for workers, fewer worker protections, and stronger corporate power. Recent decades 
have seen an accelerating decline in union membership in the private sector, falling from about 
25 percent in the mid-1970s to just below 7 percent in 2012 (Bidwell et al. 2013). Furthermore, 
union density has dropped from 1 in 4 union members from among all wage and salary workers 
in the early-1970s to below 1 in 13 today (Western and Rosenfeld 2011). Literature also shows 
that there was a major collapse in the level of union organization in the early-1980s (Farber and 
Western 2002; Tope and Jacobs 2009), with other research suggesting that this decline in 
unionization has been linked, at least in part, to increasing employer opposition in both the 
workplace and the regulatory domains (Dubofsky 1994; Ferguson 2008). 
Next, we have also seen a transformation in the organization of work, whereby stable 
employment systems have been replaced by more highly polarized and precarious work systems 
(Kalleberg 2011). One major change has been the relative disappearance of internal labor 
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markets (Cappelli 2001). Many reasons can be attributed to the decline of the internal labor 
market, but general consensus is that as organizations began to compete on a global stage and as 
the pace of technology increased, firms began to seek arrangements that could respond to this 
environment (Kalleberg 2003; Osterman 2000; Piore and Sabel 1984) in ways that provided 
flexibility (Atkinson 1984). Meanwhile, the increased global competition has, in part, created 
another new reality: workers can no longer expect long-term stability in their firms. Instead, 
employers have shifted into a paradigm in which they take a more just-in-time approach to their 
workers, using what can be called “flexibility strategies.” 
Kalleberg (2003) proposes that employers deploy two types of flexibility strategies. The 
first is “functional flexibility,” in which employees in standard employment relationships can be 
shifted around to different tasks. The literature is divided on how this approach affects workers. 
Walton (1985) showed that employers eventually grew concerned about workers’ commitments; 
hence, in response, they began to include employees in decision-making and team-based projects 
as a means of encouraging employee commitment (Lincoln and Kalleberg 1985; 1990). The 
trade-off of these arrangements for workers is that now workers bear greater responsibility, 
which translates into a greater risk to their work. Furthermore, Osterman (2000) provides 
evidence that employees have not received the expected mutual gains; instead he found that these 
changes were associated with layoffs and did not bring wage increases. 
The second form of flexibility in Kalleberg’s (2003) typology is “numerical flexibility.” 
This involves hiring workers through nonstandard employment relationships because these 
individuals are usually cheaper to employ, easier to hire, and more disposable. Not only are they 
easier to hire and fire, but they are attractive for the fact that the employer can thus circumvent 
the worker protections that the law mandates for permanent employees (Pfeffer and Baron 1986). 
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At the end of the day, though, the shift to flexible strategies has not been uniformly negative for 
all workers. Magnum et. al (1985) argue that flexible strategies are an extension of dual labor 
market theory, in which employers carefully select a core group of employees, invest in them, 
and take elaborate measures to reduce their turnover and maintain their attachment to the firm, 
while simultaneously maintaining a peripheral group of employees from whom they prefer to 
remain relatively detached, even at the cost of high turnover.  
A dominant avenue for numerical flexibility is outsourcing, which, as mentioned above, 
due to globalization’s capacity, has enabled manufacturing firms to outsource their routine 
production jobs to low-wage regions of the world economy (e.g., Bluestone and Harrison 1982; 
Ross and Trachte 1990; Revenga 1993; Wood 1994, 1995; Alderson 1999; Saeger 1997; 
Cappelli 1999; Whitford 2005; Brady and Denniston 2006). This has hollowed out opportunities 
for well-paid manufacturing work, much of which does not require a college education, thus 
leaving workers without a college degree to compete for lower-paying jobs in the service sector. 
The loss of manufacturing work in the United States that has been precipitated by globalization 
has also translated into a decline in the nation’s union membership — yet another key shift in the 
industrial and occupational structure that has changed the opportunities and prospects for 
workers in the United States. The result is a model in which it ultimately became easier and 
cheaper to maintain a core of permanent employees supplemented by a periphery of nonstandard 
workers (Atkinson 1984; Cappelli 1999; Hakim 1990; Kalleberg 2003; Pollert 1988). One of the 
tangible side effects of internal labor markets’ disappearance has also been that employers no 
longer see themselves as responsible for developing employees’ skills (Cappelli 1999). Instead, 
employees are encouraged to think of themselves as independent contractors who hold all the 
responsibility for their own professional development and prospects. 
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Also contributing powerfully to the reorganization of work is the trend toward project-
based work. Powell (2001) coined the term "decentralized capitalism" to describe this 
fundamental change in the way work is organized, structured, and governed today. Work is now 
being organized around projects, not jobs. Bluntly put, “the new system approaches a form of 
pay for productivity, with little recourse to loyalty or seniority” (Powell 2001: 34). The key 
consequence of the remaking of the division of labor is that “important tasks no longer need be 
performed inside the boundaries of the organization” (Powell 2001: 36). 
The second characteristic of “decentralized capitalism” is a move from hierarchies to 
networks as the basic unit of economic action, introducing a “latticework of collaborations with 
‘outsiders’ that blurs the boundaries of the firm” (Powell 2001: 36). The new structure of 
production now relies more on subcontractors, thus substituting outside procurement for internal 
production. 
The final characteristic of “decentralized capitalism” is the increase in inter-industry 
cross-fertilization. This is more of an organization-level characteristic and is less directly related 
to workers themselves, but it is important to note that the idea of leveraging skill and capabilities 
across industries is changing the way organizations have historically operated. Now, “when 
products and competencies change, old skills may become obsolete, firms look externally for 
new capabilities and utilize outsiders for tasks that cannot be done effectively internally” (Powell 
2001: 46). 
One of the catalysts of decentralized capitalism has been a change in employers 
themselves. The sprawling, vertically integrated firms of the 20th century have “vanished” (Davis 
2016a). This transformation was partly due to increased outsourcing and contracting — a classic 
case of flexible strategies (Kalleberg 2003), as discussed above. What have replaced these 
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vertically integrated firms (i.e. corporations) are “web-page” enterprises that rely on technology, 
not employees (Davis 2016b). With this shift has come an increased reliance on independent 
contractors and companies that focus on tasks rather than jobs, while independent contractors 
now “hang out an electronic shingle” to find work (Davis 2016b: 513). 
Lastly, employment relations have become increasingly market-mediated, and as a result, 
there has also been an increased shift of responsibility and risk to the worker, on many different 
issues. Market-mediated employment relations are based on free market competitions and are 
associated with diminished institutional protections for workers (Kalleberg 2011: 83). One of the 
features of market-mediated employment relations is the transfer of risk away from the employer 
towards the employee, through flexible work arrangements. U.S. society has seen the decline of 
pensions and the stunted growth of defined contribution plans (Chernew, Cutler, and Keenan 
2005; Clark, Munnell, and Orszag 2006; Gruber and McKnight 2003; Briscoe and Murphy 2012) 
and a significant loss of employer support for health and retirement benefits (Maxwell, Briscoe, 
and Temin 2000; Shuey and O’Rand 2004). At the same time, there has been an increased use of 
performance and variable incentive pay (Heneman and Werner 2005; Lemieux, Macleod, and 
Parent 2009), and an orientation toward shareholder value has led to substantial changes in 
corporate strategies and structures that have encouraged outsourcing and corporate 
disaggregation (Davis and Kim 2015). All of this, too, has changed the way work is viewed.  
In sum, significant changes in the structure, organization, and types of work have created 
a dramatic shift towards nonstandard, contingent, and precarious employment relations. The 
disappearance of internal labor markets (Cappelli 2001; Hollister and Smith 2014); the dramatic 
increase in flexible workforce strategies (Kalleberg 2003); the trend toward project-based work 
(Powell 2001); and the disappearance of large, vertically integrated firms (Davis 2016a) have led 
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to a dramatic rise in the use of independent contractors and have set the foundational cornerstone 
for a new way of approaching work, for both workers and employers alike. 
The Rise of the Independent Contractors – The Precursor to the Gig Economy 
The number of independent contractors, or “freelancers,” has increased significantly in 
the past decade. One report shows that independent contractors grew from less than 7 percent of 
the workforce to almost 10 percent from 2005 – 2015 (Katz and Krueger 2016). According to the 
“Freelancing in America 2017” study commissioned by Upwork and Freelancers Union, this 
number is significantly higher: 57.3 million, or about 37 percent of the workforce. 
 Independent contractors are those individuals who work at an organization on a short-
term basis and are not regular employees of the company or the employer (Barley and Kunda 
2004; Osnowitz 2010). Independent contractors often remain administratively separate from the 
organizations to which they provide their services and generally control their own work. In fact, 
having control over their work is a legal criterion that distinguishes independent contractors from 
“standard” employees (Kalleberg et al. 2000). 
The United States has also seen a significant increase in on-call workers. On-call workers 
are employees of a company, but they work (and thus get paid) only when they are called in — 
which is, only when they are needed. The proportion of on-call workers remained relatively 
steady from 1995 – 2005 (Kalleberg 2009) but almost doubled from 2005 – 2015 (Katz and 
Krueger 2016). When called to work, on-call workers can work for a single day or for an 
extended period of time. They also often assist companies by filling in for employees who are 
absent (Cohany 1996), perhaps due to maternity leave, illness, or vacation. Substitute teachers 
are a classic example of on-call workers (Coverdill and Oulevey 2007).  
The growth in the reliance of independent contracts sets the stage for the gig economy, by 
creating an environment that supports gig work. With the introduction and growth of online 
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platforms through which employers can easily reach these workers cheaply and easily, the 
foundation for the gig economy is now set. The rapid growth and adoption of information 
technology (IT), then, becomes an important factor in the proliferation of nonstandard, 
contingent, and precarious employment and functions as a catalyst within the gig economy. 
Work and Technological Changes 
Technology has played a major role in contemporary changes to the nature of the 
employment relationship. In fact, the current epoch represents merely another iteration in a long 
history of technological advancements that have had significant impacts on work. The first two 
historical work ‘revolutions” were as a result of technological advancement. 
In the early-1700s, for example, the steam engine was introduced: a technology that 
dramatically changed work. It drove the creation of mills and factories, which turned out the 
goods that people had previously been creating by hand. Ships and trains powered by steam, in 
turn, moved people and manufactured goods from place to place more quickly and efficiently 
than was possible prior. As a response, Western society, which had long been agrarian, began to 
center on cities, as laborers who had worked in cottage industries or on farms moved there in 
search of jobs.9 
 Agricultural work was revolutionized over the subsequent decades as well. In 1793, Eli 
Whitney introduced the cotton gin, lowering the demand for workers (slaves) who picked the 
sticky seeds from cotton bolls.10 Then, in 1831, Cyrus McCormick invented a reaper that cut 
wheat stalks by the power of the horses that pulled it, and it piled the stalks on a platform11 — 





farmers could harvest faster. In 1837, John Deere stuck the blade of a steel saw onto a plough, 
thus inventing the steel-edged plough that would replace cast-iron ones;12 farmers could cut a 
furrow in the earth more easily and sow faster.  All of this technology spurned a work revolution 
— the first Industrial Revolution.   
Subsequently, the first steel rail for railroads was introduced in 1845. This development 
meant that trains could carry heavier loads, which meant businesses could send more products to 
distant markets.13 Further connecting people from across distances was the telegraph: a telegraph 
line was strung from coast to coast in the US in 1861, vastly improving communication.14 
Message delivery services like the Pony Express were no longer needed; the institution went out 
of business just two days after the introduction of the transcontinental telegraph.15 In 1886, an 
automatic typesetting machine for printing changed work (and communications) yet again.16 
Then, in the early 1900s, Henry Ford introduced the moving assembly line; again, work was 
dramatically affected. Technology had again spurned yet another work revolution: The Second 
Industrial Revolution. 
According to Brynjolfsson and McAfee (2012), we are in the midst of another wave of 
technological advancement. They argue that the current epoch is different because of the 
ongoing, rapid pace of the significant technological advancements underway. Computers are 
thousands of times more powerful than they were 30 years ago, and all evidence suggests that 







this pace will continue for at least another decade, probably longer (Brynjolfsson and McAfee 
2012). An increased rate of technological change leads to faster product cycles; this, in turn, 
increases the need for flexibility while resulting in the rapid obsolescence of skills, such that 
long-term relationships and seniority-based promotions become no longer profitable (Cappelli 
2001). In his famous book, The World is Flat, Thomas Friedman (2005) wrote that the 
technological developments that facilitate the increasing outsourcing and offshoring of service 
activities are turning the world into a level playing field on which anyone can compete for work 
with anyone else, regardless of his or her place on the globe. 
Greater connectivity among people, organizations, and countries — made possible by 
advances in technology — has made it relatively easy to move goods, capital, and people within 
and across borders at an ever-accelerating pace (Kalleberg 2009). But while international trade 
was historically dominated by flows of final commodities that were largely conceived and 
produced within a single nation, trade today is increasingly characterized by the breakup of the 
production process across many countries. 
 Recent declines in trade costs, largely enabled by new information technologies, have 
stimulated the “unbundling” not simply of production and consumption, but of fine-grained 
activities within industrial sectors (Jones and Kierzkowski 1988). The increased fragmentation of 
production and its coordination over space and time open new possibilities for the separation of 
different production tasks.  Autor (2001) predicted that because of technology, demand for labor 
may become less dependent on local market conditions, and the combination of a higher demand 
for mobile labor with increasingly flexible labor supply means that the labor supply and demand 
relationship in any given geographic region becomes, effectively, more elastic.  There is, in fact, 
evidence that the use of outsourcing and independent contractors has benefited employers. In 
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their survey of publicly traded firms, Lepak, Takeuchi, and Snell (2003) find that firms relying 
more heavily on independent contractors exhibit higher profitability. 
Today, the gig economy operates in a new work ecosystem that is managed by online 
platforms, which broker work between employers and workers. The engine behind this 
ecosystem is built on technological advancements in connectivity (internet infrastructure and 
access), software (e.g., platforms), and hardware (e.g., smartphones). Contemporary trends in 
technological advancement and adoption have become the catalyst for the rise of platform-driven 
companies and have also given rise to new ways brokering work and managing workers. 
Gig Work and Control 
The new ecosystem of work, in which digital platforms are brokering work, introduces a 
structure and organization that emphasizes technical control.  Platforms are acting as 
intermediaries between workers and customers, yet they have a strong vested interest ensuring 
work is completed correctly and efficiently.  Without direct authority over the worker (because 
workers are independent contractors), the platforms have turned to semiautomated processes, 
algorithmic systems, and customers to act as de facto management functions to ensure 
cooperation.  First most platforms control the pay structures, and those that don’t dictate pay still 
control fee structures.  Next, they use their systems to strictly enforce arbitrary performance 
metrics that in the end can dictate how much the worker earns.  Finally, the platforms have 
redistributed management oversight to the customer through customer ratings.  The platforms set 
an expected customer experience – they set the bar for what a customer will expect when they 
hire a worker. The platforms then asks the customer to rate worker based on the expectation they 
set.  The platforms the use this instantaneous and recurring performance evaluation to track 
workers.  Through this mechanism, platforms are able to produce a fairly homogeneous 
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experience without needing to have direct managerial oversight. In essence, the most successful 
platforms are those in which are able coerce their workers without having direct control.    
Building on Donald Roy’s ethnography thirty years prior, Burawoy (1979) provides an 
excellent framework to begin understanding how platforms can control workers.  In his seminal 
ethnography at Allied Corporation, he illustrated how management is able to control workers by 
giving them the “illusion of choice” in a highly restricted environment.  He found that Allied was 
"manufacturing (worker) consent" using a variety of strategies.  First was through the payment 
structure they created, one very similar to gig work.  They created a piece-rate pay system that 
created a culture of competition and maximizing work – it created a competitive game 
environment where workers competed to “make out” or in other words maximize their profits. 
This culture that was created served to obscure the fact that Allied was gaining productivity with 
only minor increases in wages. The act of playing the game generated consent for its rules 
(Burawoy 1979).  Burawoy also talked about avoiding potential conflict by separating workers 
through different mechanisms (e.g. internal labor markets), and giving the illusion of 
participation and choice through processes like collective bargaining.  While not as directly 
relevant as piece-meal work, these processes are likely played out in different ways with the 
platform because in the end to the extent that platforms are able to have control over their 
workforce, will dictate higher productivity and profits. 
One important difference between Burawoy’s work and work in the gig economy is that 
workers are not employees (like at Allied), instead, they’re independent contractors.  Workers at 
Allied were also not subject to as much technical control as gig workers.  Nonetheless, the same 
questions he made at Allied can be made for gig workers holds true in the gig economy – why 
are workers participating in the system and consenting in various ways to the very system which 
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constrains them?  To begin to understand this process, understanding worker motivation will be 
important. 
Trends in Current Technology – The Catalyst for Platform-Driven Companies 
While technology has changed the pace and manner in which work is conducted, the way 
in which technology has entrenched itself into the fabric of society is key in explaining how the 
gig economy has become a larger part of the labor market. The corresponding growth of the gig 
economy, not surprisingly, coincides with the dramatic growth and distribution of individual 
technology use. In 2000, only 52 percent of Americans used the internet, and adoption gaps 
aligned with expected factors, such as age, income, and education. According to Pew Research 
Center (2017), now, roughly 90 percent of American adults use the internet, and for some 
demographic groups, internet usage is near ubiquitous.  While some gaps remain, especially with 
income and education, a remarkable convergence has meant significant internet usage across all 
swaths of demographics in the United States.17  
While growth in internet usage is significant, the growth of smartphone owners/users has 
been astronomical. Smartphone ownership rose from 35 percent of Americans in 2011 to 77 
percent in 2017.18 Although smartphone ownership shows greater variation in age, income, and 
education, it is likely that smartphone ownership will mirror the history of internet adoption, in 
that it will likely reach eventual demographic convergence. It is also important to point out that 
smartphone usage among “working-age” populations is higher than 77 percent, approaching 
                                                     
17 Statistics were taken from the January 12, 2017 Pew Research Center Internet/Broadband Fact Sheet: 
http://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheet/internet-broadband/ (Accessed 7/12/17) 
18 Statistics were taken from the January 12, 2017 Pew Research Center Mobile Fact Sheet: 
http://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheet/mobile/ (accessed 7/12/17) 
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closer to 85 percent.19 The 77 percent calculation included respondents in the 65+ category, who 
only have 42 percent smartphone usage. 
The growth of smartphones is important, as these devices are the only interface the 
worker has to many of these platforms. Smartphones offer platforms instant access to workers, 
and they offer workers on-demand access to the platforms in turn. Put simply, the gig economy 
would not be what it is now without the incredible growth and adoption of smartphone 
technology. 
There has also been tremendous growth in infrastructure, which has facilitated the growth 
of smartphone use. In 2011, the US government invested $7 billion to upgrade the high-speed 
wireless data network and also opened up additional data spectrum auctions to providers. As a 
result, the high-speed wireless data network now covers 98 percent of the population.20 The 
increased availability of spectrums also increased competition, which has exerted downward 
pressure on the cost of smartphone ownership. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(2016), the price of cell phone bills has decreased over time, recently seeing the greatest decrease 
of the last 16 years.21 
  




21 https://news.vice.com/story/your-phone-bill-is-a-big-reason-why-us-inflation-is-low (accessed 7/12/2017) 
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How Big is the Gig Economy? 
Recent research by Katz and Krueger (2016) estimated that “all of the net employment 
growth in the U.S. economy from 2005 to 2015 appears to have occurred in alternative work 
arrangements” (Katz and Krueger 2016, p. 7). Of that, they estimated the number of workers in 
the gig economy at approximately 0.5 percent of all workers with alternative work arrangements. 
Ferrell and Greig (2016), on behalf of JP Morgan Chase, also attempted to estimate the size of 
the gig economy. Based on the financial transactions of Chase customers on online platforms 
from 2012–2015, they estimated that 1 percent of adults earned income from the gig economy in 
a given month, and more than 4 percent participated at any point over the three-year period under 
study. Stated differently, the researchers saw a 47-fold increase in participation in the gig 
economy over the course of their analysis. In short, while there is no consensus on the actual size 
of this demographic, scholars do agree that there is substantial growth year to year, and the future 
suggests continued growth. In fact, within the next two decades, labor scholars have estimated 
that 20 percent of all work could be done by contracted gig workers (Kittur 2013). Another 
estimate projects revenue to exceed $330 billion by 202522 and representing as much as 40 
percent of the labor market workforce.23 
Job Quality in Gig Work: Why Classification Matters 
The categorization of a worker matters because U.S. law imposes requirements on 
employers with respect to their employees, such as minimum wage and overtime rules, the right 
to organize, and civil rights protections. As a result, workers in the gig economy (which lies in a 
gray area) are classified by online platforms as independent contractors rather than as employees, 




to avoid incurring additional costs. A recent study found 16 different active litigations regarding 
“on-demand” economy cases concerning worker classification (Cherry 2016). 
Workers’ classification is germane to this study to the extent that their status impacts job 
quality. Since gig workers are legally defined as independent contractors, they are not covered by 
minimum wage or safety protections. Gig work platforms do not provide them with health care, 
sick or vacation days, or retirement contributions. And federal labor laws to protect workers’ 
right to join together in unions do not apply or extend to them. Finally, the very nature of “gigs” 
means that workers will face economic insecurity. Besides the piecemeal nature of the work, a 
February 2018 Senate Subcommittee, “Exploring the ‘Gig Economy’ and the Future of 
Retirement Savings,” reported that almost 50 percent of gig workers do not have the means to 
contribute to a savings account for retirement.24 
Limitations of the Current Scholarship 
As the gig economy has grown, so has the scholarship examining all facets of it. The 
majority of studies, though, have only looked at a small subset of the gig economy: most of these 
studies have focused either on a single platform (i.e. Uber or Mechanical Turk) or a subset of 
similar platforms (crowdwork platforms). Heeks (2017) conducted an analysis of scholarly titles 
in Google Scholar that were centered on key terms associated with platform-mediated work (e.g., 
“sharing economy,” “platform economy,” and so on). He found an overwhelming number of 
titles related to crowdwork, crowdsourcing, microtasking, and online labor. For comparison, note 
that Heeks’ (2017) analysis found over 7,000 articles with “crowdsourcing” in the title, across all 
disciplines, while “sharing economy” was the second-most common term, at 1,200 articles 
                                                     
24 https://www.help.senate.gov/hearings/exploring-the-gig-economy-and-the-future-of-retirement-savings (accessed 
3/1/2018) 
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(Heeks 2017).  The platforms most associated with these terms are Amazon Mechanical Turk 
(crowdwork), and Airbnb and Uber (sharing economy). 
As a result of its focus — valuable though these studies are — the scholarship is left with 
two primary limitations. First, there is a skewed view of gig work, given that our understanding 
is yet based on a small subset of platforms. Second, by focusing on single platforms or single 
subsets of platforms, studies have been overlooking the tremendous heterogeneity between 
platform types and potentially between the workers who participate on them as well. The result 
has been a strong polarization of views about gig work. Some scholars have raised “[…] hard 
questions about workplace protections and what a good job will look like in the future,” fearing 
that the gig economy “portends a dystopian future of disenfranchised workers hunting for their 
next wedge of piecework” (Sundararajan 2015). These skeptics argue that gig jobs leave workers 
open to exploitation and low wages as employers compete in a race to the bottom (e.g., Hill 
2015). On the flipside, some see the gig economy as promoting entrepreneurship and limitless 
innovation, coupled with jobs that offer considerable flexibility, autonomy, and work–life 
balance, as well as opportunities for individuals to supplement their incomes by monetizing their 
resources (e.g., their minds, time, talents, physical abilities, cars, computers, and more). 
To adjudicate this polarization of views, a holistic examination of gig work is needed. 
This can only be accomplished with a rooted understanding of the entire platform landscape, 
alongside a systematic investigation of workers’ career strategies in the gig economy.  This is the 
gap that this study will attempt to address. 
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Organization of the Manuscript 
Using data from 50 semi-structured interviews with gig workers, this study aims, 
overall, to understand the role of gig work for workers and its impacts on their lives. I begin by 
establishing an understanding of the platform landscape in which workers operate. Next, I seek to 
demarcate the role of gig work in the career and labor market strategies of workers. Understanding 
worker motivations will then enable me to assess job quality in gig work more adequately. Finally, I 
analyze what this new work ecosystem means for worker migration. 
In Chapter 2, I focus on platforms, which are the engines that power the gig economy. 
Platforms connect the customer (that is, the employer) with the gig worker; they facilitate the 
exchange of labor; and they process the financial transaction. I introduce a typology of 
platforms. Based on the platform typology, I then identify the two key attributes that 
differentiate platform categories from one another: these are Wages and Control. These 
attributes, in turn, become important elements and objective indicators of job quality and will 
be examined later in the manuscript. Chapter 2 concludes with a discussion of the 
methodological underpinnings of this study. 
In Chapter 3, I focus on gig workers. I propose a typology of gig workers that more 
clearly demarcates how gig work is being used and find that workers can be classified into five 
distinct categories. Chapter 3 establishes that there is distinct variation in workers’ motivations 
for completing gig work, which in turn, becomes an important point of differentiation when 
assessing the job quality of gig work. 
The job quality of gig work, then, is my focus for Chapter 4. I build on both the 
typology of platforms and the typology of gig workers to understand how workers’ 
motivations influence their perspectives on job quality. In other words, beyond the objective 
characteristics of jobs on digital platforms, I investigate whether individual worker 
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differences are mediating and/or moderating the worker experience and workers’ stance on 
job quality in the gig economy. 
In Chapter 5, I investigate the consequences for workers who are leveraging technology 
in ways that may change their migration decisions. Digital platforms are dramatically lowering 
the barriers of entry to work, and I investigate whether this new reality is influencing workers’ 
migration decisions. On a related note, online digital platforms are facilitating a virtual migration 
of labor by allowing workers to find and complete work from beyond their local labor market. 
Thus, this virtual labor migration (that is, the “migration” of labor into the virtual world) is 
creating location-independent labor markets, and I explore the implications of location-
independent labor markets for migration itself. Lastly, online freelance platforms are creating a 
form of privileged migration for higher-skilled workers — a phenomenon that I call “geographic 
sovereignty,” which is the main focus of the remainder of the chapter. 
Finally, in Chapter 6, I provide a summary of the findings from Chapters 2 – 5 and 
discuss directions for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2. TYPOLOGY OF PLATFORMS 
“The digital revolution is far more significant than the invention of writing or even of printing.” 
-Douglas Engelbart 
Introduction 
Work in the gig economy operates within a historically unprecedented work ecosystem. 
In this system, digital platforms function as the engines, brokering work between employers 
(who effectively function as customers) and the workers themselves, by connecting the two 
parties; facilitating the labor exchange; and processing the financial transaction. The astonishing 
growth of internet access and the widespread adoption of smartphones has enabled platform 
“companies” to reach workers easily and efficiently. Yet strangely, no hard figures exist about 
the number or sizes of such platforms; instead, the focus is always on revenue, percent labor 
market shared, or number of workers. 
Regardless of category, however, all are forecasted to grow.  One estimate projects 
revenue to exceed $330 billion by 2025,25 representing as much as 40% of the labor market 
workforce.26 A conservative estimate of the number of platforms offering gig work would be in 
the several-hundreds range; I suspect the number is in the thousands, and many of these are niche 
sites that focus on a very specific type of work, worker, or task.  
Building on the platform categories introduced by Kalleberg and Dunn (2016), I 
introduce a typology of platforms that demarcates the key differences between them.  In doing 




so, I hope to elucidate how specific characteristics might affect workers’ choice of platform, with 
workers essentially sorting themselves into platforms by type (Chapter 3); I will explain the role 
that platforms’ characteristics play in job quality (Chapter 4); and I will illuminate how such 
characteristics might influence workers’ migration decisions (Chapter 5). First, though, I simply 
begin the current chapter with an in-depth look at these platforms and introduce a typology that 
establishes the key characteristics by means of which they sort into types: there are crowdwork 
platforms, rideshare and transportation platforms, delivery and task platforms, and online 
freelance platforms (Kalleberg and Dunn 2016). Based on the typology, I identify two key 
attributes — wages and control — that differentiate them. These attributes, in turn, become 
important indicators of job quality in the gig economy (which are examined in depth in Chapter 
4.). The final portion of this chapter describes the methodological underpinnings of the project. 
Platform Typology 
Within the new digital-platform ecosystem of work, the majority of work plays out within 
one of four platform categories: crowdwork, rideshare and transportation, delivery and task, and 
online freelancing (Kalleberg and Dunn 2016). Building on these categories, I researched 
platforms in each category, in-depth, to learn about their operations, policies, processes and key 
characteristics.  First, I compiled a list of the largest platforms in each category.  I then 
conducted internet research to compile a list of smaller sites in each category.  I then visited each 
site, many times registering as a worker, to learn and explore the platform.  From June 2017-
August 2017, I researched 68 platforms.  The list of platforms, with descriptions, can be found in 
the Appendix.  Furthermore, I visited platform worker forums to research the issues and topics 
that workers were discussing.  In doing so, I registered as a user in the forum and joined the 
community in the same manner a worker would join and participate.  In total, I participated in 9 
user forums from July 2017 – August 2017.  The following sections are a summation of my 
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findings for each platform category, and my interpretations of key areas of differentiation 
between platform categories. 
Key Platform Characteristics 
I argue that four key characteristics serve as important differentiators between the 
platform categories: 
1. job duration — the length of the gig or task on the platform. 
2. location-independence — where the work happens: does it require you to be 
physically present, or is it completely possible to accomplish and deliver the work 
online? 
3. barriers to entry — the ease with which workers can find and begin completing 
gigs on the platform, and the speed with which revenue can be available. 
4. skill — the skill(s) required to complete work successfully on the platform 
Each platform category comprises a unique combination of these characteristics that add up to a 
distinct profile for each platform category within the typology. In turn, these four characteristics 
become important drivers in defining two attributes of job quality in gig work: control and 
wages.  To understand how control and wages might influence job quality, it is important first to 
understand the characteristics behind these attributes. 
Rideshare and Transportation Platforms 
Rideshare and transportation platforms are perhaps the most widely known of the gig 
economy platforms, mostly because of Uber and Lyft. These types of platforms are 
geographically tied to a locale, and they are highly branded. Workers are core components of the 
brand (drivers are called “Uber” or “Lyft” drivers rather than “rideshare” drivers) and are highly 
managed on set metrics (i.e., Uber measures availability, jobs accepted, jobs completed, and 
customer ratings). The platform dictates pay and wage rates, and there is a low level of 
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transparency in how work is allocated. Job duration is short and workers tend to take many jobs 
(rides) in succession.  There is little variation in a typical rideshare and transportation job.  The 
worker logs into the platform, the platform sends a job to the worker (pick up a customer), the 
worker completes the job (drives the customer to their final destination), the platform executes 
the financial transaction.   
Uber is the exemplar of this kind of gig job — hence, the popularity of the term 
“uberization” (of the economy). Exerting considerable control over the terms of the employment 
relationship, Uber decides what a driver charges for each job he/she takes; indeed, Uber has 
lowered fares without any recourse for its drivers. Recently, the company cut fares by 15%, 
which means that drivers received a 15% cut in pay for each drive, and an even higher cut for 
longer drives, as fares were not cut uniformly.  Specifically, the base fare (the amount the meter 
starts at) dropped from $3.00 to $2.55 (17%) and the per-mile rate fell from $2.15 to $1.75 
(23%). The per-minute rate (when the driver is idling or waiting) fell from $0.40 to $0.35 (14%). 
Even the minimum fare fell from $8.00 to $7.00 (14 percent).27 While these changes happened 
overnight, Uber has cut its fares by 35% over a two-year period, which has resulted in 
significantly longer hours for workers — and increased wear and tear on their vehicles— all in 
drivers’ efforts to earn the same amount they did two years ago. 
On top of their substantial control over earning potential, rideshare platforms also have 
strict policies regarding work/service quality, as measured by customer rating. Poor ratings can 
lead to a restriction in the amount of work available to a driver, or even terminate the driver’s 
work if his/her customer ratings are deemed “unacceptable.” On these platforms, however, the 
threshold for “unacceptable” is shrouded in secrecy. 
                                                     
27 http://www.thedailybeast.com/uber-cuts-pricesand-kneecaps-drivers 
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Furthermore, in addition to monitoring jobs taken and declined (data obtained as a 
byproduct of their job allocation function), rideshare platforms are often tracking much more 
regarding their drivers. For instance, Uber monitors its drivers’ behind-the-wheel habits, 
including acceleration, braking, and turns, and in some instances even the driver’s smartphone 
use frequency while driving.28  
Typically, these platforms don’t penalize infrequent drivers; workers are able to log in 
and begin working, and log out and stop, without any reason to fear being kicked off the 
platform for doing so. Many rideshare and transportation platforms, though, do attempt to 
influence their drivers by offering incentives for frequent driving. For example, drivers may be 
given bonuses for number-of-rides-given during a specific time window, or for number-of-hours-
actively-accepting-rides during a given time period. These platforms also use variable pricing to 
incentivize logging in and/or working longer hours.  Lyft, for example, introduces “Prime Time” 
pricing during times of higher demand, in hopes of motivating drivers either to log in or to 
continue driving (if they were already on the road).   
For this platform type, barriers to entry are low. To be eligible for work with a rideshare 
platform, for example, one need only have a qualifying vehicle, car insurance, and have had a 
valid state license for at least one year. Then, upon application, the driver is subjected to a 
background check and a vehicle inspection, and according to Uber, the driver can usually begin 
offering rides within 7 days.29 Furthermore, once a driver begins working, pay is almost 
immediate, via direct deposit.  
                                                     
28 https://www.wsj.com/articles/ubers-app-will-soon-begin-tracking-driving-behavior-1467194404  
29 https://help.uber.com/h/2e983a37-ea4a-45eb-bf5f-03b7f543ae14 
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Delivery and Task Platforms 
Delivery and task platforms share many of the same characteristics as transportation 
platforms, but they vary enough in key characteristics that separating them is important. While 
completing tasks and delivering goods seem like two very different activities, I have chosen to 
combine these platform types because, at the root of the work involved, they are very similar, in 
that a large portion of delivery platforms are essentially task-driven: personal shopping 
operations. In such a model, a customer orders items from a store (e.g., grocery store, drug 
store), and a gig worker then goes to the store to purchase the items that said worker ends up 
delivering. So, while these are called “delivery” jobs, many are nonetheless task-driven. It is 
important to note, however, that this is the platform category with the greatest variability. 
Like rideshare and transportation platforms, delivery and task platforms are 
geographically tied to a locale, and they are highly branded. Workers are core components of the 
brand (For instance, workers are called “taskers” on taskrabbit.com.) and are highly managed on 
set metrics. Metrics might include, for example (as on taskrabbit.com), a worker’s availability, 
job response rate (in terms of time it takes to respond), rate of jobs accepted, and customer 
ratings. On these platforms, workers are almost all subjected to background checks, and many 
companies also conduct face-to-face interviews; hence, barriers to entry can be higher than 
rideshare and transportation platforms. Moreover, transparency with respect to how work is 
allocated tends to be limited.   
Jobs on task platforms, such as handy.com and taskrabbit.com, tend to be longer in 
duration that rideshare and transportation platforms but can still usually be completed within the 
same day. Many delivery platforms require workers to sign up for shifts, which makes the typical 
gig a few hours long, at minimum. Some might argue that workers on task platforms require 
greater skill (e.g., assembling an IKEA bookcase) that rideshare and transportation platforms, but 
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skill level doesn’t differentiate workers from those on rideshare and transportation platforms. 
Lastly, there is slightly more wage flexibility for these workers, as many task sites allow them to 
set their own hourly wages or fixed prices for jobs.   
Delivery and task platforms also use customer ratings as an important metric for 
assessing the quality of work/service. On many of these platforms, the penalty for low customer 
ratings is severe — expulsion from the platform — with little-to-no recourse. Delivery and task 
platforms also penalize workers for turning work down by kicking them off temporarily, 
restricting their visibility to prospective clients, and/or limiting their access to additional gigs.  In 
some cases, platforms even hide the details of a job until after it has been accepted, in order to 
prevent workers from turning down jobs they might personally feel are insufficiently lucrative.  
Finally, the barriers to entry for delivery and task platforms are moderate. Since many of 
the gigs require workers to enter customers’ homes, background checks are common, in addition 
to face-to-face interviews. Some platforms even require the new worker to shadow a current 
worker to understand the process. Such preparatory measures take time, rather than allowing for 
an instant start with paid work; depending on the particular platform, in fact, the time investment 
required for mere entry can be fairly significant. 
Online Freelance Platforms 
Online freelance platforms provide access to gig jobs for workers who have specific 
skills (e.g., web development). Work tends to be of a “professional” nature and most likely has 
an equivalent in the traditional (i.e., non-gig) workplace. The work brokered on these platforms 
is location-independent, as these jobs don’t require a physical presence. Major categories include 
web work and programming, design and multimedia, writing and translation, administration 
support, sales and marketing, finance and management, and legal services. 
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Platforms in this category are quite different from those in others; these platforms 
explicitly market the idea that workers are independent contractors or freelancers, and they allow 
workers to set and negotiate their own wages, differentiate themselves through their portfolios, 
take competency tests, and rate their own employers/clients. Workers can turn down work 
without penalty, and there are clear mechanisms for disputing work and pay. Typically, workers 
are hired on a project basis, so the jobs tend to be relatively long in duration. 
Upwork (formerly oDesk) is just such a platform. On the site, employers offer jobs that 
are relatively highly-skilled and remunerated compared to other gig jobs. Workers have 
considerable autonomy in how they conduct their work. At the same time, Upwork, like most 
other platforms of the gig economy, exerts considerable control over the terms of the 
employment relationship: Upwork can (and has) abruptly change(d) its terms fee structure 
without notice.  It also monitors their communication with clients to ensure platform users’ 
adherence to policies. 
Skill is another key characteristic for online freelance platforms and likely dictates many 
other aspects of worker experience on these platforms in turn. Namely, high-skilled gig jobs, 
such as writing software code or performing other creative tasks, tend to provide workers with 
greater autonomy than lower-skilled ones. Moreover, the higher level of skill required also tends 
to translate into higher wages. Skill influences job duration too; since highly-skilled jobs are 
typically more complex in nature, this usually means that highly-skilled freelancers’ jobs are of 
the sort that can last for days, weeks, and even months. In addition, complex jobs tend to offer 
the greatest autonomy; workers can negotiate and determine timelines and deliverables directly 
with their clients and are not restricted or required to be logged in or active to complete the work. 
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Despite the advantages of higher pay and greater autonomy, however, the barriers to 
entry for online freelancers tend to be the highest in the gig economy. While the vetting of the 
worker (e.g., background checks and interviews) are not as common as in gig work that entails 
face-to-face interaction with clients, online freelancers usually experience a longer wait before 
they can begin earning revenue. Online freelancers are expected to compose detailed 
profiles/portfolios and sometimes even take tests that demonstrate their competency before they 
may begin competing for work or receiving profile views and/or work offers from prospective 
clients. Meanwhile, the fact that many other workers already have positive customer reviews and 
established reputations on the same platform(s) means that the competition for paid work itself 
can be time-consuming for online freelancers. 
Crowdwork Platforms 
The term “crowdsourcing” is relatively new, first used in 2006 by a Wired magazine 
author (Jeff Howe) to describe the phenomenon of “outsourcing work to the crowd on the 
internet.”30 This term did not even appear in the dictionary until 2011.31  However, Howe (2006) 
gave the first established definition: “the act of taking a job once performed by a designated 
agent (an employee, freelancer or a separate firm) and outsourcing it to an undefined, generally 
large group of people through the form of an open call, which usually takes place over the 
Internet.” This is this basic concept on which the crowdwork platforms are based. 
Like many of the gig economy platforms, crowdwork platforms allow employers to post 
“jobs” or “microtasks,” and the platforms facilitate the completion of these projects.  Conducted 
by a collective of workers, microtasks are small, short-duration activities completed on a one-off 





basis while adding up to a larger result, both in practical and financial terms. One worker may 
complete hundreds to thousands of microtasks in a given week. Alternatively (or concurrently), 
he or she might complete an identical task for the same employer numerous times (for example, 
entering an address into a web form, from a picture of a business card). All crowdwork is done 
online, making these platforms location-independent. 
 Given job duration and wage-for-tasks on crowdwork platforms, specialized skills are not 
a prerequisite for taking employment with them. The duration of the tasks is short, and the 
corresponding pay is extremely low; the majority of tasks are compensated at under $0.10.32 
Research has shown that the majority of crowdworkers currently make less than minimum wage, 
with a recent estimate suggesting their hourly pay is around $2.00 (Boudreau 2015). Similarly, in 
my own recent, original survey of over 900 crowdworkers, in which I examined workers’ wages, 
I discovered that workers are earning between $1.00 – $2.00/hr.33 Not surprisingly, crowdwork 
platforms wages’ are the lowest of all. 
The most widely known such platform is Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (mturk.com).  Once 
a worker (a.k.a. a “turker”) registers on mturk.com, he/she is able to begin completing Human 
Intelligence Tasks (HITs) immediately. Thus, barriers to entry are very low. Upon the worker’s 
completion of a HIT, the employer (a.k.a. requester) determines whether to approve the work and 
is given 30 days after the HIT’s completion to pay the amount. The employer decides either to 
approve (and pay) the worker for the HIT or to reject the HIT; in the latter scenario, the worker 
has little recourse. 
                                                     
32 http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/07/11/the-size-of-the-mechanical-turk-marketplace/ 
 
33 Unpublished manuscript – “The Turking Class: A new class of worker” (2015) 
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Amazon’s Mechanical Turk does not determine whether or when to approve or reject 
HITs itself, and it refers workers to talk with their employers directly in the event of pay 
disputes; in such disputes, Amazon does not intervene. The platform also makes certain tasks 
available only to workers who meet specific criteria (identified by categories such as “master 
status” and number of jobs completed). Many of these criteria, like “master status,” are shrouded 
in secrecy, with no stated benchmarks or information on how to attain such a designation.  
 




























High Barriers to 
Entry 
Lowest Barriers to 
Entry 
Skill Low Skill Low Skill High Skill No Skill 
 
Selection of Platforms for Analysis 
The platform categories discussed above show distinct differences on several 
characteristics, including wage and job duration, with crowdwork platforms having significantly 
lower wages than the other platform categories. Besides the disincentive of crowdwork 
platforms’ extremely low wages, barriers to entry for some of the alternative platform categories 
(i.e., rideshare/transportation and task/delivery) are likely low enough that gig workers in the 
37 
United States will not opt for crowdwork platforms. In fact, as key research questions for the 
current study surround workers’ career strategies and wages on crowdwork platforms averaging 
between $1.00 – $2.00/hr, I make the assumption that workers will not consider crowdwork 
platforms. As such, I have purposely excluded crowdwork platforms from my sampling frame 
and recruitment and therefore from the remainder of my analysis.   
Dimensions of Job Quality – Control and Wages 
I find that control and wages are functions of the four key platform characteristics 
outlined above: skill, job duration, location-independence, and barriers to entry. Since each 
platform category comprises a unique combination of these four characteristics, this means that 
each category will, accordingly, vary in control and wages. In the following section, I examine 
how these characteristics affect control and wages, in order to understand better how overall job 
quality differs between platforms. 
Control and wages are important attributes in assessing job quality. Objectively, high 
worker control and high wages would be considered good job attributes. Depending on the 
platform, workers have varying levels of control over their schedules; autonomy with respect to 
how and where work is performed; freedom to accept (or reject) work on their own terms; and 
degree to which the worker is affiliated with and required to conform to the platform’s identity. 
 Next, significant differences exist with issues surrounding wages. Besides differences in 
the amount that workers receive, certain categories of gig platform allow workers to set and 
negotiate their own wages; extend to workers multiple options for payment and collection; 
provide workers with channels to adjudicate wage disputes; and offer workers transparency with 
regards to fees and commissions. Meanwhile, other categories provide no ability to change 
wages and offer no transparency to workers concerning any financial transaction. 
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Table 2.2. Characteristics and Attributes of Job Quality 
  Skill Job Duration 
Location-
Independent 
Barriers to Entry 
Worker 
Control 
Significant impact on 
worker control. As the 
skill requirements for a 
job increase, so does 
worker control. Thus, 
platforms with high skill 
requirements offer the 






allow for more 
complex jobs.  
Job duration is 
likely moderated 
by skill, but 
generally 
platforms with 




Platforms that have 
a physical presence 
tend to have 
greater hierarchies 








Barriers to entry are 
directly related to worker 
control; in exchange for 
easier access to work, 
workers tend to cede more 
control to platforms. Like 
job duration, this 
characteristic is also 
moderated by skill; a 
specialized skill is 
required for successful 
completion of work on the 
platform. Conversely, 
platforms with the greatest 
barriers to entry offer the 




Significant impact on 
Wages. Workers with 
the specialized skills 
needed to complete 
specific tasks can expect 
to receive higher wages 




work allows the worker 








job duration is 
likely moderated 
by the level of 
skill required to 
complete the 
job. 
Low impact on 
wages. 
Barriers to entry are 
directly related to wage. In 
exchange for immediate 
work and faster payouts, 
workers tend to cede more 
control to platforms.  
Conversely, platforms 
with the greatest barriers 
to entry offer the highest 
wages to workers. Like job 
duration, this characteristic 
is also moderated by skill. 
 
Control 
Platforms face the challenge of trying to deliver consistent products or services through 
intermediaries — contractors or freelancers. While they lack the direct authority afforded to 
companies that have formal “employees,” gig work platforms are tasked with meeting their 
business objectives through measures of indirect control on their contractors. Since jobs brokered 
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through these platforms generate revenue and gig workers are identified by the platforms with 
which they’re associated, employers (i.e., platforms) have a clear stake in maintaining their 
brand. Hence, control over the content and timing of work becomes a major feature of the 
employment relationship. Control has several dimensions: control over what one does on the job 
(autonomy); control over when the job is done (flexibility); and control over how the job is done 
(policy).   
Autonomy and Flexibility 
Some platforms have very specific regulations about how their workers should complete 
gigs, while others give their workers wide latitude. The level or type of skill required to complete 
a gig usually plays a role. Online freelance platforms, for example, have relatively high-skilled 
gigs, such as writing software code or other creative tasks.  These jobs afford workers much 
greater autonomy in completing their jobs, compared to that which is offered on other types of 
platforms. Furthermore, online freelance workers negotiate and determine timelines and 
deliverables directly with their clients and are not restricted or required to be logged in or active; 
this type of autonomy is not available to workers in other platform categories. 
 Workers in online freelance platforms are not penalized for turning down work. This is 
unlike other types of platforms, especially high-volume ones such as rideshare/ transportation 
platforms and delivery/task platforms, which do penalize workers for the same. Penalization is 
enacted through several different mechanisms. For example, in Uber’s case, the platform will 
temporarily suspend a worker’s ability to accept any rides if they turn down too many jobs. Also, 
there is no transparency for the worker with regards to how many job rejections might trigger a 
suspension in the first place. Length of suspension can vary: several task platforms suspend 
workers for a day or more, or even completely remove the worker from the platform if he/she 
repeatedly turns work down. 
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As an example of how suspensions might be triggered and enacted, one prominent 
delivery platform operates through a “shift”-based model wherein workers sign up for shifts and 
commit to work during blocks of time. Drivers are allowed to “pause” only three times during a 
shift. They initiate a “pause” by indicating in the app that they are not available to accept a 
delivery at the current time. Once a driver on “pause” is ready, they can “unpause” and resume 
with accepting deliveries during the remainder of their shift. However, if the driver chooses to 
pause for a fourth time during the shift, he/she is not allowed back on the app to accept deliveries 
for 24 hours.  
Some platforms punish workers who decline work by hampering their visibility or access 
to additional jobs. In the case of one task platform, this is done by displaying such workers lower 
in the search results while placing those who take more jobs higher in the list. Finally, to 
dissuade workers from turning down jobs that are not convenient, many delivery and rideshare 
platforms display the location of the delivery or ride only after it has been accepted. For workers 
in large cities such as San Francisco, New York, or Los Angeles, traffic and gridlock are 
important considerations; an inability to know the final destination can have severely 
problematic consequences for these workers when they are paid only a flat fee for their services 
with no consideration of the time and/or date they are rendered. However, of course, the inability 
to receive any work at all is also an undesirable consequence; hence, many workers on such 
platforms feel pressured to accept such conditions. 
Platforms also differ in the degree of flexibility that their workers have over when and 
how long they work. On online freelance platforms, where the highest-skilled jobs are found, 
workers can work whenever they want and can choose how much they want to work without 
penalty. Similarly, rideshare platforms do not typically have punitive policies for infrequent 
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drivers — but they do control drivers by offering frequent-driving incentives. For example, 
drivers will be given bonuses for number-of-rides-given during a specific time window or for 
number-of-hours-actively-accepting-rides during a set period. 
 As mentioned above, some platforms do not allow workers complete flexibility with 
respect to when the work will be performed; instead, workers are required to sign up for shifts or 
blocks of time in advance and to be available for the entire duration of the shift, regardless of the 
amount of work available to the worker. While less common, some task platforms require 
workers to have logged a minimum number of hours worked on the platform each month to 
avoid the deactivation of their account. One worker interviewed for this project shared that she is 
required to work 30hrs/mo on her platform to avoid the termination of her account — even 
during months with holidays or should she take a vacation. 
Control through Policy 
Many of the platforms also have strict policies regarding the quality of one’s 
work/service, as measured by customer ratings. All platform categories except for online 
freelance platforms restrict or terminate work if one’s overall customer rating is deemed 
unacceptable. As with other policies, the threshold for what is unacceptable is shrouded in 
secrecy. Nonetheless, on many of the platforms, the penalty is severe — expulsion from the 
platform — with little-to no-recourse. 
This type of policy becomes especially problematic when (as is the case much of the 
time) the root of the customer’s unhappiness is unrelated to the worker him-/herself, yet the 
customer expresses his/her unhappiness by assigning a poor rating to said worker. For example, 
one food delivery platform gives customers an estimated time of delivery without knowing the 
situation at the restaurant. Hence, if the restaurant is particularly backed up with orders, if there 
is unusual traffic on the roads (due to, for instance, an event or accident), the customer might still 
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decide to blame the driver. Such situations usually translate into lower ratings and loss of tips — 
thus inflicting both long-term and short-term blows to earnings — despite the fact that these 
types of problems are entirely unrelated to drivers’ performance. 
The same food delivery platform monitors delivery times, and drivers are often penalized 
for discrepancies between actual delivery times and those times that were estimated in advance 
by the platform (the latter of which the platform had already given to customers). This particular 
platform also has a policy of suspending or even dropping drivers if their customer rating goes 
below 4.6 (of 5). Ultimately, though, many of the factors that determine customer rating (and 
amount of tip money) are out of the drivers’ control, such as traffic, wait times for product 
pickup, and technical errors. 
Some platforms also allow multiple deliveries or riders per driver. For instance, delivery 
platforms decide the order in which a driver will pick up and deliver food — but sometimes the 
food that gets picked up first is the last to be delivered. Though this can translate into a loss of 
food quality, drivers have no ability to change the order of their food drop-offs themselves. 
Similarly, Uber requires all who drive for their basic UberX service to pick up customers for 
their UberPool product as well — the latter being the company’s cheapest option, as it pools 
riders who are travelling to the same general vicinity in the same ride. Often, however, the first 
rider picked up is the last to be dropped off, as Uber instructs its drivers to follow the optimized 
route that the platform generates, rather than the order of passenger pickup. Understandably, 
route-optimized systems such as described here often result in unhappy customers — but these 
customers then negatively rate the drivers, who have had no say in the order of pickup or drop-
offs/deliveries. 
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Some platforms also have strict policies regarding communication with clients, requiring 
all communications to be done directly through the platform. Upwork.com, for example — an 
online freelance platform — requires workers to sign a non-circumvention clause that prohibits 
them for 24 months from working outside of Upwork with any client who identified the worker 
through the Upwork site. The site also monitors freelancers’ communication with the client and 
will suspend and terminate whomever it suspects of trying to circumvent the platform’s policies. 
Meanwhile, some task-related platforms also have clauses that state that if a worker accepts 
payment directly from the customer rather than through the app, the worker will be kicked off 
the platform (because the platform wants to make sure it can collect its highest possible 
commission).  
Lastly, platforms use variable pricing policies as a shrewd strategy to motivate their 
workers to give the platform more of their time (and, hence, to drive up profits). Platforms do 
this by incentivizing logging in, working longer hours, and/or extending shifts already underway. 
Uber, for example, introduces “surge” pricing during times of higher demand, in hopes of 
encouraging drivers either to log in or to continue driving. Similarly, Postmates.com institutes 
“blitz” pricing during periods of high delivery demand. A step-function pricing scheme is 
another control tactic, which also encourages workers to put in long shifts. For instance, one 
delivery platform also uses gig workers to phone in orders to the restaurants and stores where 
delivery drivers, subsequently, will be picking up. A step-function model dictates that workers 
are paid different amounts per phone-order they place, depending on how many total orders they 
have placed on that shift. For example, the first 40 calls that a worker places are paid at the rate 
of $0.40/call; calls 41–60 are paid $0.50/call; and so on, until compensation caps out at 
$1.00/call for call #161 and over. During busy times, a quick and efficient worker might be able 
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to place 15–20 orders/hr. However, the problem for the worker is that in order to have placed 
160 calls before the busiest time (the dinnertime rush), when opportunities for calls (and 
therefore pay) would be at their highest, he/she likely would have already been placing calls for 
8–10 hours. 
The figure below summarizes how control differs broadly between platform type34: 
 
 
Figure 2.1. High and Low Worker Control in the Gig Economy 
In summary, online freelance platforms require the highest skill from workers and offer 
the jobs of longest duration. Furthermore, the location-independent nature of these jobs allows 
the worker to complete the work whenever and from wherever they please.  Unfortunately for the 
worker, barriers to entry are greatest for online freelance platforms (compared to the alternatives 
in the gig economy), but their major advantage is that all these factors together appear to 
translate into these platforms offering the worker the greatest control. Rideshare/transportation 
platforms, by contrast, have significantly lower barriers to entry, but are characterized by 
                                                     
34 First introduced by Kalleberg and Dunn (2016) 
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significant structures of control (including hierarchies of behavior incentives) over the workers 
and their actions. 
Wage and Job Duration 
Wage also represents a key component of job quality in the gig economy. Platforms 
differ in the wages they pay, in how wages are determined, and in standard job length. In the 
setting or negotiation of wages, a worker’s skill level, a job’s duration, and the platform’s 
barriers to entry all play important roles. Perhaps unsurprisingly, high-skill jobs with longer 
durations tend to pay more; for example, software developers on a large online freelance 
platform earned an average of $30.19 an hour before platform commissions were deducted 
(Dunn 2017). 
Meanwhile, although there can be huge variations in the wages earned though 
rideshare/transportation and delivery/task platforms, workers on these platforms are likely to 
earn less, overall, than online freelancers. One key factor in wage differences appears 
explainable by variation in the duration of tasks that are offered by these different platform types. 
For instance, jobs on rideshare platforms (Uber and Lyft) are typically less than 30 minutes 
(General consensus is that the average ride is 5–6 miles long).35 Sites such as handy.com and 
taskrabbit.com can typically last longer, though usually no longer than one day, while jobs on 
online freelance platforms (e.g., upwork.com, freelancer.com) are commonly project-based and 
tend toward longer durations.   
If a specialized skill is required to complete a task, this requirement will have an effect on 
wages; jobs that require higher skills typically pay more and tend to correlate positively with job 
length. Additionally, higher-skilled jobs differ in how wages are set.  For online freelance 
                                                     
35 http://www.sherpashareblog.com/tag/uber-trip-distance/ 
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platforms and some higher-skilled task platforms, the workers set and negotiate the terms by 
which they are willing to complete their jobs. This is in contrast to many rideshare/transportation 
and delivery platforms, which have a more commoditized task, for which the platform sets a 
uniform price for the job. 
Generally, platforms of all types exert considerable control over the worker’s share of a 
job’s total cost. Platforms collect commissions, often in the form of a flat percentage rate applied 
to job earnings.  There is huge variation in the amount collected even within platform category 
and sometimes other factors, like job duration, changes the commission rate. In one online 
freelance platform, the longer (or larger) the job, the smaller the percentage that is taken from the 
worker. The figure below, summarizes how wages differ, broadly, between platform types36: 
 
 
Figure 2.2. Good and Bad Paying Jobs in the Gig Economy 
In summary, online freelance platforms require the highest skill from workers and offer 
the longest job duration, which ultimately translates into the highest wages across all gig 
platform types. Furthermore, online freelance platforms and some higher-skilled task platforms 
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offer workers control over the terms of their engagement. This, too, translates into online 
freelance platforms offering workers the opportunity for the highest wages. 
Rideshare/transportation platforms, on the other hand, have significantly lower barriers to entry, 
do not require a specialized skill, and do not allow workers to set their own prices, but they do 
offer workers the opportunity to begin earning quickly. 
Methodology 
To understand who is using the gig economy, how they are using it, and why, I have 
applied a qualitative methodological approach. I conducted 50 in-depth, semi-structured 
interviews with gig workers who were identified through purposive sampling. Purposive 
sampling techniques involve selecting certain units or cases ‘‘based on a specific purpose rather 
than randomly’’ (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003, p. 713). This technique is widely used in 
qualitative research for the identification and selection of information-rich cases while allowing 
for the most effective use of limited resources (Patton 2002). More specifically, I used criterion 
(complete collection/typical case) sampling, which allowed me to choose individuals who fit 
particular predetermined criteria across a swath of demographic characteristics. I leveraged 
existing research to create a representative sampling frame on gender, education, race, and age as 
the basis for case selection. More details concerning sampling can be found in the section below 
titled “Sample.” 
Recruitment 
I recruited and interviewed respondents from three platform categories: online freelance 
platforms, rideshare and transportation platforms, and delivery and task Platforms. I attempted to 
recruit evenly across all three platform types. I did not explicitly sample for workers who 
perform work on multiple platforms, but approximately 50% of all interviewees did complete 
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gigs on multiple platforms. Those who completed work on multiple platforms were asked about 
their experiences with all platforms on which they performed work. 
Recruitment strategies varied based on platform category: 
Online Freelance Platform Recruitment 
 Interviewees from online freelance platforms were recruited directly from the largest 
online freelance platform. Workers in online freelance platforms create profiles for prospective 
employers, and I recruited them for interviews directly from their profiles.  First, I filtered 
worker profiles to include only those workers who had completed work/ projects in the past 60 
days and who live in the United States. I then created 6 individual searches to recruit participants 
from the 6 categories of workers that are found on the platform: Designers and Creatives, 
Programmers and Developers, Administrative Support Specialists, Writers and Translators, 
Finance Professionals, and Sales and Marketing Professionals. Each search generated a finite 
number of pages of results, with 10 workers per full page, and I used a random number generator 
to select a specific page from the results. From each randomly selected page, then, I selected 4 
workers to invite to participate, 2 male and 2 female. Worker demographics were not available, 
but worker pictures were included in the profiles, which I used as rough guides for gender, age, 
and race. When discernable ages or races were obvious in the results, I sampled for diversity by 
picking males and females that appeared to be of different ages and races (all based on my 
interpretation of their appearance in their photos). 
 My intention was to interview just 3 workers from each of the 6 categories, for a total of 
18 participants; I over-sampled by selecting 4 respondents from each category, with the 
expectation that not all participants would be interested. If all 4 respondents responded positively 
to the invitation, the first 3 workers to accept my invitation from each category were included. If 
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I was unable to recruit 3 workers successfully, I repeated the process for the specific category of 
worker until my quota was met. In total, 18 workers were recruited.37 
Rideshare/transportation Platforms and Delivery/task Platform Recruitment 
Workers from the rideshare/transportation platforms and from the delivery/task platform 
were recruited through a market research organization’s national database.  Potential respondents 
were randomly selected from this database and called. Potential respondents were screened based 
on a predetermined sampling frame (described below). If a specific worker met the desired 
sampling characteristics based on the results of the initial phone survey, then the preliminary 
offer to participate was extended. I then reviewed demographic and screening survey responses 
and approved eligible participants, who were then called and whose interest in participating was 
confirmed. A copy of the participant screener and call script can be found in the methodological 
appendix. In total, 18 transportation/rideshare workers and 18 task/delivery workers were 
recruited.38   
Data Collection 
 All data were collected between February and June 2017. Respondents were first asked to 
respond to an online survey in which they were informed that the study was being conducted in 
compliance with the standards set forth by the Institutional Review Board at UNC-Chapel Hill 
and that their participation was completely voluntary.  The survey collected general demographic 
information, wage and earnings information, and closed-ended questions related to earnings and 
job quality. A copy of the survey can be found in the methodological appendix. 
                                                     
37 All 18 workers were successfully interviewed. 
 
38 A total of 30 of the 32 workers recruited were interviewed. 2 of the recruits did not respond when attempted to 
contact for scheduling of interview times. 
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 Each respondent was then interviewed more in depth. Depending on their preference, the 
interview took place over the phone or online. For phone interviews, respondents were asked to 
call a conference line at a predetermined time in which the interview was conducted, and the 
conference line recording functionality was used to record these conversations. Online interviews 
were conducted on a discussion board in which respondents were asked questions (and follow-up 
questions) in a real-time online format; in these interviews, the transcript served as the record. 
The interviews I conducted were semi-structured open-ended. Questions were broken up 
into three general themes. The first theme explored topics surrounding job quality. I probed each 
respondent’s views on the pros and cons of gig work, his/her perceptions of gig work, issues 
surrounding payment, and topics concerning control through technology and platform 
management. 
 The second theme broadly explored the role of gig work on the worker’s labor market 
strategy. Questions examined why workers completed work in the gig economy, how they decide 
when and how much to work, and why they choose certain platforms over others. A significant 
amount of time was also spent on trying to understand how the worker saw gig work from a 
career perspective. 
The final theme investigated whether the availability of gig work changed workers’ 
migration patterns. More specifically, it explored whether gig work was allowing workers to stay 
in their location when they might otherwise have been forced to move if not for their ability to 
access gig work. 
In some cases, I followed up with respondents for additional clarification on specific 
issues or answers. Respondents were compensated $60 dollars for their participation in this 
study. The full interview guide can be found in the methodological appendix. 
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Sample 
To create my sampling frame, I leveraged previous research to create a profile of 
respondents. I sampled individuals strategically in hopes of generating a sample that is as 
broadly representative of gig workers as possible. I interviewed a total of 16 
rideshare/transportation workers, 16 task/delivery workers, and 18 online freelance workers for a 
total of 50 workers. Since many workers complete gigs across many platforms, the total “n” of 
workers across platforms (68) is larger than the “n” of total participants. 
A survey by Intuit and Emergent Research (2016) found that 53% of platform workers 
have a college degree or higher. Hall and Krueger (2015) looked at Uber workers and similarly 
found that 48% of Uber drivers have a college degree or higher. A study conducted by 
Freelancers Union and Upwork (2017) found that workers tended to be highly educated and have 
specialized skill sets, while at the same time, a survey by the Pew Research Center found that 
adults from low-income households are twice as likely to be platform workers as are those from 
high-income households (Smith 2016). Summarizing the data available, the general consensus 
would seem to be that the percentage of gig workers with college degrees is likely near 50% and 
that, for some platform categories (e.g., online freelance platforms), education and specialized 
skill sets are important. For this study, I aimed for approximately 50% with “college degree”, 
and the remaining 50 percent spread across “some HS/HS Diploma”, “some College”, and 
“Graduate Degree”. My final sample closely mirrored current scholarship on the subject, with 
approximately 54% of respondents possessing a college degree. 
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Table 2.3. Description of Respondents 
Number of Respondents 50   
    
Gender  Household Income  
Male 42% Under $25,000 6% 
Female 58% $25,000 – $49,999 30% 
  $50,000 – $74,999 18% 
Age $75,000 – $99,999 12% 
Mean 39 $100,000 – $124,999 10% 
Range 19 – 69 Over $125,000 24% 
    
Marital Status Number of Respondents By Platform  
Single 32% Rideshare/Transportation 25 
Married 56% Deliver/Task 25 
Sep./Divorced 10% Online Freelance 18 
Widowed 2%   
    
Education Completing Work on Multiple Platforms 
HS 8% No 52% 
Some college 26% Yes 48% 
College Degree 54%   
Graduate School 12%  
    
Race/Ethnicity Employment Status  
Asian 6% Part-time 30% 
Black 16% Full-time 70% 
Hispanic 12%   
Native American 2%   
White 64%     
 
There is less consensus about the gender breakdown among gig workers. Intuit and 
Emergent Research’s (2016) survey found that only 34% of platform workers are women, and 
Hall and Krueger (2016) estimated that only 14% of Uber drivers are women. On the other side 
of the equation, many have found an almost equal split. For example, my own research on crowd 
workers in the United States39 showed a greater percentage of female workers. McKinsey and 
                                                     
39 Unpublished manuscript – “The Turking Class: A new class of worker” (2015) 
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Company’s McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) report (2016) study of independent workers shows 
overall gender parity across platforms. Similarly, the Crowdwork in Europe report (2016) also 
showed little gender difference in the propensity to perform crowdwork, though their data did 
show some differences between countries. For example, in the UK, females are somewhat more 
likely to be performing work (52% of workers), but in the other countries, males tended have a 
slightly higher participation rate. Katz and Krueger (2016) also estimated that females have a 
slightly higher participation rate in alternative work arrangements. Finally, Hyperwallet, a 
financial payment company for many gig platforms, surveyed 2,000 US-based female gig 
workers to try to understand the reasons that influenced their decision to enter the gig economy.40 
Their data showed that women tended to gravitate toward certain types of platforms within this 
economy; namely, online freelance platforms showed an almost equal gender split, while 
rideshare platforms, for example, were skewed male. 
 In sum, variation in gender is likely driven, in part, by platform type. Generally, though, 
there is likely a fairly equal split of male and female workers across the gig work economy. 
Hence, for this study, I sampled for a 50/50 gender split. However, I must note anecdotally that 
during recruitment for this study, I filled my female quota more quickly, and my overall sample 
slightly skews female. 
Most studies have found a broad range with respect to the age of gig workers.  Most 
studies also find that while a broad age range exists, the average age skews young. Freelancers 
Union and Upwork (2017) found that the greatest share of workers were under 35 years old. 
Similarly, the Crowd work in Europe Report (2016) found that workers are more likely to be 
from younger age groups, with 40 – 50% of them under the age of 35. MGI (2016) found, 
                                                     
40 https://www.hyperwallet.com/resources/ecommerce-marketplaces/the-future-of-gig-work-is-female/ (accessed 
9/2017) 
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interestingly, that the two biggest age groups participating in independent work were the 
youngest and the oldest workers, though Katz and Krueger (2016) found that the median age of 
worker in alternative work arrangements was 41.8. This is younger than the average worker in 
the United States (46.1). Katz and Krueger (2016) also ran probabilities on the likelihood of age 
groups participating in alterative work arrangements, and their models found the greatest 
probability for the oldest (55–75) age group. 
In summary, gig workers span the entire spectrum of age. While the average age might 
skew slightly younger, a significant portion of the workers are from older age categories. Since 
one of this study’s main objectives is to understand career strategies, I chose to sample a range of 
ages, to use age as a proxy for different career stages. Ultimately, the age composition of my 
sample closely mirrored what has been observed in the current scholarship: my participants’ ages 
ranged from 19 – 69, and the sample slightly skews young, with a mean age of 39.   
I also ensured that my sample represented diversity of race/ethnicity. A recent Pew 
Research Center study (2016) found that minorities are overrepresented in the gig economy.41 
Counter to the Pew study mentioned above, though, the Aspen Institute completed a study in 
January 2017, which found that the gig economy had about 73% white workers, 12% Black 
workers, and 15% “other” workers.42 My sample shows Black and Hispanic workers being 
slightly overrepresented compared to the Aspen data, but it closely mirrors the Pew data.     
  






In this chapter, I introduced a typology of gig work platforms that demarcates their key 
differences. The typology shows that the control exerted by these platforms varies greatly, with 
rideshare/transportation and delivery/task platforms exercising significantly more control over 
workers than do online freelance platforms. Similarly, wages vary greatly, with online freelance 
platforms offering the highest wages. These differences in control and wages are strongly 
influenced by four key characteristics: job duration, barriers to entry, location independence, and 
skill. 
Control and wages are important attributes in assessing job quality, and variation between 
platform categories in these attributes suggests that perhaps job quality itself also varies from 
category to category. The next chapter will address worker motivation and individual differences 
head-on by investigating worker motivation and strategy for gig work. Armed with both basic 
knowledge of these platforms and their differences (Chapter 2) and an understanding of workers’ 
perspectives (Chapter 3), we will be afforded a more comprehensive understanding of the factors 
and drivers affecting job quality in gig work (Chapter 4). 
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CHAPTER 3. A TYPOLOGY OF WORKERS 
“Technology now allows people to connect anytime, anywhere, to anyone in the world, from almost any 
device. This is dramatically changing the way people work.” -Michael Dell 
Introduction 
While stories and experiences about the gig economy are numerous in the popular press, 
there are significantly fewer academic studies that have looked at the experiences and factors 
influencing workers’ responses to gig work. Given the projected growth of gig work, 
understanding why workers are taking gig work and how it is affecting workers differently is 
paramount. In this chapter, I propose a typology of gig workers that more clearly demarcates 
how this work is used. I find that workers can be classified into five distinct categories. The 
classification system has significant variation in important dimensions: commitment to the gig 
economy, employment status, voluntary vs. involuntary, hours worked on the platform, number 
of platforms used, and type(s) of platform(s) used. Each worker category in the typology is 
composed of a unique combination of these six dimensions, and this combination strongly 
demarcates the workers’ labor and career strategies.   
Factors Influencing Workers’ Responses to Gig Work 
Commitment to Gig Work – Permanent or Temporary 
Do workers expect to do gig work temporarily, or are they committed to doing gig work 
on a more permanent basis? It seems that workers vary in their commitment to gig work. On one 
end of the spectrum are workers who see gig work as a casual pursuit, alongside those who are 
actively pursuing more stable work and will withdraw from the gig economy as soon as 
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financially possible. Recent work has suggested that gig economy employment is viewed by 
many workers as a means of resolving under- or unemployment in traditional markets (Huang et 
al. 2017). One of the most robust academic studies supporting that view has been the “Crowd 
Work in Europe” report, which surveyed over 10,000 workers in Europe. Despite its focus 
outside of the United States, its findings are no less useful for establishing the various 
motivations that workers might have for engaging in and completing gig work. The report 
included workers from many different platforms (though it did not distinguish workers by 
platform type) and found, notably, that most respondents were actively searching for more stable 
work. Specifically, 93% of those doing gig work at least weekly are using a job board to search 
for another, more stable position. 
Meanwhile, the other end of the spectrum includes workers who either have committed to 
a career in gig work or who have long-term financial considerations that require a longer 
commitment to it. Furthermore, research has also shown an increase in the freelance worker 
ranks in general, with some sources estimating as high as 1 in 3 workers in the US now calls 
themselves a “freelancer.”43 A freelance worker, by definition, embraces gig work; hence their 
commitment is long-term. 
 As described in Chapter 2, barriers to entry are a key point of differentiation for 
platforms, and a worker’s level of commitment to gig work will likely have implications for 
which platforms they choose. Thus, workers with lower commitment (a “temporary” approach) 
to gig work will gravitate toward platforms with lower barriers to entry, while freelancers will be 
less inclined to do so. 




A worker’s employment status (with a traditional job) is likely a key dimension in 
understanding labor and career strategies in the gig economy. Some workers see their gig work 
as purely supplemental, while others might see it as a financial lifeline. This is driven, in part, by 
a worker’s personal employment status: employed, underemployed, or unemployed. Farrell and 
Greig (2016) found that 62% of gig workers held a traditional job while actively working in the 
gig economy, and Intuit and Emergent Research’s (2016) survey found that 43% of platform 
workers also have a traditional job. 
 Employment status is somewhat linked to hours worked on the platform, to the extent 
that workers who do not have alternate streams of revenue are more likely to work longer on gigs 
to make ends meet. Farrell and Greig (2016) found that gig economy work constitutes a majority 
of income for only 33% of active platform participants, and Newton (2013) found that only about 
10% of workers on Taskrabbit.com were using the platform for full-time employment. 
Voluntary vs. Involuntary 
There is significant evidence suggesting that much of the societal shift towards non-
standard work arrangements has been involuntary. Involuntary part-time workers make up 
approximately one quarter of the part-time worker population, and the size of the involuntary 
part-time workforce more than doubled during the recent “Great Recession,” increasing from 4.4 
million workers in 2007 to 8.9 million workers in 2010 (Mishel 2013). Reports also show 
significant increases in the ranks of freelance workers (Katz and Kreuger 2016), who tend to 
choose freelance work voluntarily. The ability by the freelancers to voluntarily augment their 
current situation could significantly contribute to their perceptions of the quality of work in the 
gig economy and thus becomes an important distinguishing characteristic. Ellingson, Gruys, and 
Sackett (1998) found that those working voluntarily as temporary employees had higher overall 
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satisfaction with their (temporary) jobs than those who were not. Feldman, Doerpinghaus, and 
Turnley (1995) also found significant differences between self-reported voluntary and 
involuntary temporary employees in their levels of job satisfaction. This dimension — voluntary 
/ involuntary — will become a major point of emphasis in Chapter 4, when job quality in gig 
work is examined.   
While motivations for completing gig work vary, at the root of these motivations lies the 
matter of whether workers are doing gig work voluntarily or involuntarily in the first place. 
Some workers would prefer a more traditional work arrangement, but financial hardship forces 
them to do gig work to make ends meet; hence, these workers’ participation is involuntary. On 
the other hand, some workers might voluntarily choose to work in the gig economy as a career, 
or otherwise turn to it for a finite period for specific economic motivations (e.g. saving for home 
remodel, or vacation). 
Hours Worked and Number of Platforms 
Workers also vary by both the number of hours worked in the gig economy and by the 
number of platforms leveraged. Hall and Krueger (2016) found that 55% of Uber drivers work 
15 hours or fewer per week on Uber, and 84% work fewer than 35 hours per week. A survey of 
labor platform workers by SherpaShare (2015) found that hours vary significantly from week to 
week, and Hall and Krueger (2016) found that only 17% of Uber drivers consistently work 
within 10% of their previous week’s hours. Intuit and Emergent Research (2016) looked at a 
worker’s entire work strategy, including “W-2” jobs, and found that workers average 40.4 hours 
per week across all jobs. When the researchers broke the work into different categories, though, 
they found that workers averaged about 12 hours per week for the primary platform in which 
they participated. Number of hours worked in the gig economy is likely related both to 
employment status and to motivation for completing gig work.   
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Workers also varied with respect to the number of platforms on which they are 
completing gig work. Some dedicated all their time to a single platform, while others chose to 
work on several. Workers with very low commitment to gig work, yet who are also employed, 
tended to focus on one single platform. Workers with the most highly specialized skills also 
tended to focus on single platforms. By contrast, the unemployed and workers with the greatest 
financial precarity tended to leverage as many platforms as possible. 
 To date, very little scholarship has examined the habits of workers in leveraging multiple 
platforms; many studies of gig workers focus on a single platform (e.g., Uber) but do not ask or 
take into account whether these workers might be working for multiple platforms 
simultaneously. The Crowd Work in Europe report (2016) is one of the few studies, even 
perhaps the only study, that has systematically examined this issue.  Evidence from its findings 
suggests that it is common for workers to use multiple platforms to leverage their time. The 
researchers argue that workers are less focused on the particular type of work available on 
platforms and, rather, are using gig work platforms as a means to generate income from whatever 
kind of work is available. As an example, crowdworkers are much more likely than non-
crowdworkers to be using general job search sites in addition to online work platforms. 
Furthermore, the report’s data showed an average number of platforms per respondent that 
ranged from 1.9 – 2.1 for males and 1.7 – 1.8 for females. All in all, their evidence suggests that 




Types of Platforms 
The key differences that distinguish platform categories are, in fact, features with 
implications for the kind of worker each platform category might draw. For example, skill is an 
important dimension of online freelance platforms, but it also dictates a higher bar for entry. 
Sites that leverage skill, such as upwork.com, typically more closely resemble freelance 
opportunities in the offline world and require building a base of clients and establishing a 
reputation of production through job completions and reviews. Hence a higher bar for entry 
would discourage workers with a shorter commitment from entering the gig economy through 
such a job. Conversely, some platforms have lower entry requirements and likely would attract 
more transient or less-committed workers. Thus, users’ labor market strategies dictate the general 
category of platform on which they pursue opportunities. This is an important insight that will be 
explored in greater depth in Chapter 4. 
Gig Economy Labor Market Strategies  
My findings show that workers vary in their motivation(s) for completing gig work.  
Drawing from the literature, I argue that six key dimensions differentiate workers’ labor and 
career strategies: commitment to gig work, employment status, voluntary vs. involuntary 
working status, hours worked on platform, number of platforms used, and type(s) of platform(s) 
used. My gig worker typology, created from data collected from the semi-structured interviews 
of workers, is formulated according to these characteristics. 
 While information was gleaned throughout the entirety of the interview, a few key 
questions provided the greatest insights on this issue. The first question of the interview was, 
“Would you consider your work on these platforms a good job? Why or why not?” This question 
was key in beginning to understand a worker’s general orientation towards gig work. Many 
times, in their answer to this opening question, workers also indicated whether they were 
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engaging in the work voluntarily or involuntarily. 
 Closely following that question, I asked, “How often do you find your work stressful?” 
and, “Do you find this work rewarding? How so?” These were important questions because their 
answers often signaled the workers’ commitment to gig work and their employment status. For 
example, some would indicate that their gig work was stressful because they did not want to be 
doing it or because they were simultaneously busy looking for other work. 
 Next, I asked questions specifically surrounding their labor market and career strategies. I 
usually started with, “What made you start doing work on these platforms? What were you doing 
before you started doing gig work?” These questions set the foundation for my follow-up 
questions about workers’ vision or their long-term strategies, which provided perhaps the most 
fruitful insights: “What role does gig work play in your employment strategy?” and, “Do you see 
this work as your career or something temporary? If temporary, how long do you imagine 
yourself doing this?” 
Besides emerging from the interview data I collected, my typology of gig workers was 
also guided and informed by a McKinsey and Company’s McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) 
report (2016). A key objective of their study was to understand the motivations of gig workers. 
Their report suggests four key profiles of independent workers, which are distinguishable by two 
key factors. First is whether the worker earns his/her primary living from independent work or 
whether he/she uses gig work instead for supplemental income.  The second key factor is 
whether the worker is engaging in gig work by choice versus out of economic necessity. 
Based on these factors, MGI (2016) created four distinct profiles of workers. First are the 
“free agents,” whose primary income derives from independent work and who actively choose 
independent work as a source of income. Next come the “casual earners,” people who have a 
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traditional job or other means of financial support but use independent work for supplemental 
income; their involvement is voluntary. “Reluctants” are those whose main source of income is 
independent work, yet who would prefer a more traditional job. These gig workers are reliant on 
the income generated by their independent work but hope to stop doing independent work as 
soon as possible. The final type are the “financially strapped,” who have some sort of permanent 
work arrangement but are unable to make ends meet, so they do independent work for 
supplemental income.   
A Typology of Gig Workers 
Drawing from my data, the six key characteristics outlined, and the MGI study above, I 
argue that workers can be classified into not four, but five distinct categories of workers: 
“searchers,” “lifers,” “short-timers,” “long-rangers,” and “dabblers.” Each category is comprised 
of a unique combination of the six dimensions (outlined above) that strongly demarcate workers’ 
labor and career strategies. Table 3.2 (below) illustrates how each characteristic varies based on 
worker classification. The result is a typology of gig worker (Table 3.1 below) that demonstrates 
heterogeneity in the motivations, characteristics, and intentions of workers in the gig economy. 
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Table 3.1. Worker Typology 
  
"SEARCHERS" 
Searchers are the most precarious gig workers. They are typically 
underemployed or have faced long-term unemployment. Actively 
searching for permanent work, they heavily depend on their gig 
work income for survival. 
"LIFERS" 
Lifers embrace the freelance lifestyle (and high precarity) and see 
gig work as a lifelong career. Their focus is on finding and 
leveraging creative opportunities in the gig economy. They 
strategically engage platforms to maximize pay. 
"SHORT-TIMERS" 
Short-timers are one of the least precarious types of gig workers. 
They use gig work as an opportunity to earn some extra cash but 
are neither financially dependent on the work nor emotionally 
invested. 
"LONG-RANGERS" 
Long-rangers have a unique set of circumstances. Their financial 
situation is precarious enough that they must look for 
supplemental income in the gig economy to ease the financial 
burden. 
"DABBLERS" 
Dabblers are the least precarious. They do gig work primarily for 
non-economic reasons. Their participation in the gig economy is 
intermittent and is not tied to their employment status. 
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Table 3.2. Key Characteristics by Worker Classification 
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Searchers represent the most precarious gig worker. Typically underemployed or having 
faced long-term unemployment, searchers are actively searching (and hoping) for more 
permanent or stable work. They experience the gig economy involuntarily, yet they heavily 
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depend on income from it for their survival. As a result, searchers spend long hours on platforms 
to make ends meet, and making ends meet sometimes necessitates working on multiple platforms 
to patch together the equivalent of full-time work. 
 Searchers see gig work as something temporary, something to support them until a more 
stable arrangement can be established. Because of this approach to gig work, searchers gravitate 
to transportation/rideshare platforms and home/delivery platforms — platforms with very low 
barriers to entry, a relatively stable stream of work, and a fairly immediate financial pay-off with 
little up-front time investment. The trade-off for these perks, though, is that these platforms also 
have rigid hierarchies of control that workers must navigate. Moreover, the nature of the work 
tends to be monotonous; thus, workers can feel as if their talents are not being used or leveraged. 
 David C., who graduated college 1.5 years ago, is a typical searcher. He served in the 
military, and when he finished, he used the G.I. Bill as a pathway to a degree. Despite graduating 
with high hopes, however, he has not been able to land a permanent job: 
I see it as temporary. My skills and talents are wasted here; at a year-and-a-half, I'm 
already WELL past what I assumed would be the time I (would be) doing this, so I don't 
know. I've practically given up hope that I'll be able to move on to anything better, since 
thinking about that just leads to depression and drinking too much. 
 
David’s experience is one that was echoed by many searchers: the amount of time needed to 
make enough money to survive left little time for other things like searching for a more 
permanent job. David typically works five-to-six 12-hour days per week and estimates that he 
drives about 1,000 miles a week making local deliveries. The relatively low pay from this type of 
work also means that there is little-to-no safety net in case of an unexpected expense or 
emergency. When asked about a nest-egg for emergencies, David was candid about the precarity 
of his situation: “It is easy for me to take a few hours off here and there, or a day if I need to, but 
anything longer than that is right out of the question. I'm barely making it as-is; I don't have the 
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wiggle room to properly tackle any sort of REAL emergency life wants to throw at me.” 
 Indeed, searchers — and gig workers in general — are less equipped to handle 
emergencies. I asked respondents if they had a “rainy-day fund” in case of emergency or 
unexpected unemployment. Less than half — only 44% — of respondents did. Still more 
alarmingly, only about 30% of those interviewed had health insurance. 
While searchers are relatively unhappy with their situations, many do recognize and 
acknowledge that without the gig work, they would be struggling. George H. at the age of 63 was 
forced into retirement from his state job of 26 years. Despite being retired, debt and the high cost 
of health care have forced him to look for another job, yet he has been unable to find work. 
George would welcome a job with benefits, as both he and his wife of 40 years have serious 
health issues, making health care a necessity. They are not eligible for Medicare yet, though, so 
he needs to work to pay for health care. George has turned to Uber as a lifeline to help pay for 
this and make ends meet.  He is grateful for work, despite the low pay that comes with it. 
 The sentiments are similar for Tasha T., a single mother of a 9-year-old. Tasha lost her 
job and needed income ASAP: “I am constantly looking for a full-time job. I am grateful for the 
opportunity to make money, but sometimes it is a lot of work for not much money.” When asked 
how rewarding the work was, her response was, “For me, the only reward is the money.”  
“Lifers” 
Lifers embrace the freelance lifestyle and see gig work as a lifelong career.   Their focus 
is on finding and leveraging creative opportunities in the gig economy. They are keenly aware of 
platforms’ systems and policies and strategically engage platforms to maximize pay. Many also 
maintain freelance careers “offline” with clients, doing a variety of tasks or jobs, and gig work is 
just a natural extension of their freelancer work. Employment is not a binary arrangement for 
lifers — employed / unemployed — but instead a fluid element of lifestyle. Resultantly, there is 
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a fluid border between private and professional life, with no set schedule for work. Lifers 
explicitly recognize and accept the financial precarity of gig work and take jobs 
opportunistically. 
Skill plays an important role, as many of the most lucrative gig jobs require a skilled 
trade (e.g., design, web editing etc.). For lifers who don’t have a strong identifiable skill that can 
be leveraged, platform diversification is a key strategy for ensuring financial solvency. To that 
point, lifers without a strong identifiable skill set have the broadest range of platforms in which 
they operate compared to other gig workers; in essence, if they see value in the gig, regardless of 
skill or job, it likely will be considered. 
Amber A., a 45-year-old married woman, is diversified and extremely calculating when 
choosing her gigs: 
Altogether, I work on 6 different platforms.  I spend the most time on the ones that are 
the most lucrative — currently 2 platforms. Unfortunately, there's only a few hours of 
work between the two. I also work Fiverr and Uber and Lyft; these are more on a whim, 
and I will typically work them a few hours each per day. A typical day has me working 
between 8–12 hours per day between all 6 platforms. If one of my higher-paid platforms 
has 6 hours of work for the day, I will dedicate the most time to this platform, whereas 
sometimes it has very little — 1–2 hours of work that day; in that case, I will try to make 
up the slack elsewhere. 
 
Amber A. also has no hesitation turning down work if she does not believe it pays well enough: 
“I am fairly picky with the gigs that I do take on, if they are different from what I am used to 
doing, for the most part. I want to make sure that I am paid well for what I do; that is my first 
consideration when taking a job. Many times, gig employers simply do not pay well enough to 
make it worth my time, and those are the ones I will typically pass up.” As with many lifers, 
Amber A. also has work outside of the gig economy. She makes artisan soaps at home, which 
she sells, and also does “merchandising gigs,” where is she paid to go and change a store’s 
displays. 
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While Amber A. leverages multiple platforms, lifers with more specialized skills tend to 
gravitate to online freelance platforms — the most common platforms for lifers.  Eliza E. works 
on an online freelance platform and works full-time in the gig economy.   She initially decided to 
work for online freelance platforms because of her husband’s geographic mobility. An active 
member of the US military, he was being given assignments in different locations “every couple 
of years.” Eliza found the convenience of work on these platforms ideal for her situation. 
Unfortunately, her husband passed away, but she has been able to find work consistently in 
online freelance platforms through the large client base that she has built up over the years: 
The number one advantage of working online is that I can take my work wherever I go. 
As transcriber, editor, and proofreader, I can be in the Philippines or in the US; be in the 
car, bus, boat, or plane; and I can still do my work and communicate with clients. All I 
need is my laptop and my earphones! Working online also means saving time and money 
because I don't have to prepare and commute to go to a physical workplace. 
 
The autonomy and virtual nature of online freelance platforms allow Eliza to split time in two 
locations, the Philippines and the United States. The more flexible payment and fee structure of 
online freelancing provide Eliza with another element of the flexibility that she needs: “(T)he 
option of having fixed-price jobs is another advantage because I don't have to be online all the 
time to do my work. I feel more constrained and less flexible with the hourly jobs, where I have 
to go online and log into my work diary (some with required webcam shots); however, there's 
also an option to just add manual time as long as it is client-approved, which is really not a 
problem when you have good communication with clients.” Eliza leverages her dual language 
skills and her established client base and is able to gainfully support herself and her daughter in 
the gig economy.   
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“Short-Timers” 
Short-timers tend to be one of the least financially precarious gig worker types. They tend 
to be gainfully employed, not looking for work, and/or in a finite transitional period with respect 
to employment. Short-timers use gig work as an opportunity to earn some extra cash but are 
neither financially dependent on the work nor emotionally invested in it. They tend to work more 
sporadically, as their schedule allows, and spend fewer hours working overall. The temporary 
nature of short-timers’ commitment suggests that they will likely gravitate towards platforms that 
pose very low barriers to entry and a fairly immediate financial pay-off with little time up-front 
investment — transportation/rideshare platforms and task/delivery platforms. 
As short-timers are gainfully employed or otherwise financially secure, gig work 
provides them with “play money” or funds for specific projects or goals. Brandon J. finds driving 
relaxing and sees his earnings as “fun money”: 
I don't find my Uber work to be stressful at all. I actually use it to de-stress from my full-
time job. It's calm. You get to meet new people, and drive new places. I think it's a great 
de-stresser!... I don't really use Uber (and Lyft) for money to pay bills etc.; I use it more 
for "fun money" that I can use to shop or go out to dinner with. 
  
Sharon H. has worked with the same employers since 1974 and is nearing retirement. She 
admits that at her job, “the pay is decent and the hours are good.” Sharon drives for Lyft for a 
very specific purpose: “(I do it t)o help me raise extra money for my granddaughter's Girl Scout 
troop. I waited a long time for this honor; daughter finally settled down, finished college, and 
made me proud.” As is the case with Brandon (above), Sharon does not find the work stressful: 
“(It is easy) to work my second job [Lyft] because I am able to work like I want and when I 
want. If I want extra money, I work extra hours. The bad part is sometimes it is hard to stop once 
I get started at the second job because when the money is flowing, I am flowing with it.” 
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 A subset of short-timers are doing gig work as a transition (e.g., until they graduate) or 
with a fixed end goal (e.g., until a kitchen remodel is paid for), and gig work offers a nice 
opportunity to make some extra income. John H. is a graduate student, and he drives for Uber to 
supplement his family’s income: 
I'm currently a student, so I have a lot of commitments going on, but working with Uber 
is flexible in the sense that I can work when I want. The income earned is very helpful in 
paying for monthly bills and supplementing the income that my wife earns. I don't see 
myself working with Uber as a long-term career, but I will certainly continue to work 
with them until I graduate and as I settle in to a job, hopefully within the next few years. 
 
 Not surprisingly short-timers do not orient themselves toward their gig work.  When 
asked, “What do you tell people when they ask what you do for a living?”, with no exception, 
short-timers did not mention gig work. For example, John H. (above) tells people he is a 
graduate student, and Sharon H. (also mentioned above) tells people that she is “a(n) 
Administrative Assistant at a borough building.” 
“Long-Rangers” 
Long-rangers have a unique set of circumstances and characteristics. They tend to focus 
on one or just a small handful of sites to complete gigs, but because of their longer-term 
commitment are able to commit to platforms that require greater investment (online freelance 
platforms). Many still complete work on lower-commitment platforms, such as task and home 
delivery platforms as well. 
Long-rangers tend to fall into one of two distinct categories. The first are those who are 
employed and not really looking for work, but their financial situation is precarious enough that 
they must look for supplemental income in the gig economy. They rely on gig work to ease their 
financial precarity. For them, gig work is effectively a “second job,” and it is treated as such. 
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Long-rangers in this category do not spend as many hours on gig work as others, but there is 
regularity to their engagement. 
Kathleen B. is married. Her husband works full time in the Army as a civilian, and they 
have three older kids, either in college or nearing college. Kathleen relies on gig work to make 
up the difference in income that she was making before she got laid off:  
Just looking to supplement my underemployed income after the Great Recession. 
I worked in Corporate America for over 24 years at the same Fortune 10 company 
and got laid off. I earned a pension and could have taken the lump sum but 
decided to find another job and save the pension for when I need it. I found 
another job doing what I am doing now, but the pay was less, so I felt I needed 
another way to make similar money. So I have worked on Elance — now Upwork 
— and do most of my work on TaskRabbit during the weekend… In the 
beginning, it was just a temporary thought. But now I see it more long-term as a 
way to make money and supplement my income for many years to come. I may 
retire someday from a “9 – 5 world” job but can keep on doing these types of jobs 
and make money. 
 
 Meanwhile, the other type of long-ranger is the worker that approaches gig work through 
a family labor market strategy. These workers tend to have dependents in the home or a spouse 
whose work has tied them to a location. Their financial situation is usually tight, and the need for 
supplemental income for the family drives the worker to the gig economy. Kathy G, who does 
work on an online freelance platform, is a married mother of three young children and typifies 
this type of long-ranger: 
I’m a stay-at-home mom. Life is great, but finances are tight on one income. I have an 
online job to help supplement the financial pressure of one income… I cannot just up and 
leave my children alone, nor do I want to pay for daycare for three kids — talk about 
expensive. With this opportunity, I can help with the finances. I can see myself doing this 
for many more years. Why not, right? It forces me to start my day early, gets me going 
and moving — instead of sleeping in… (W)hen they get older and out of the house, 
maybe I'll look for a normal job with benefits. If I even last that long [laughter]. 
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 Long-rangers, unlike short-timers, do orient themselves around their gig work.  Kathleen 
for example tells people that “I work full time but have a side gig business [laughter]. They are 
always intrigued when I tell them TaskRabbit and Upwork is how I make extra money!” 
“Dabblers” 
Dabblers are the least financially precarious gig workers. Many do gig work as a 
diversion, with the money an added benefit. Anecdotally, though, I suspect that dabblers likely 
make up only a small part of the gig economy workforce. Their involvement is intermittent and 
unpredictable, and their participation is likely not tied to their employment status. The temporary 
nature of their commitment suggests that they likely gravitate toward platforms that offer very 
low barriers to entry with no expected minimum investment. Dabblers do not actively solicit 
work on platforms and have little-to-no attachment to the work or the financial considerations. 
 Scott D., a married 61-year-old, drives Uber and Lyft for a surprising reason: “God sends 
me where I'm needed. I avail myself for gigs, but it is God who puts me in people’s path. I'm 
either there because I need help, or they’re there because they need mine.” Dabblers tend to be 
happy with their work mostly because of their personal motivation(s) for engaging in the gig 
economy: “Yes! I love my job(s). Now, if I didn't have a steady J-O-B, just over broke [hearty 
laugh], and these were the only things I did [Uber/Lyft, etc.], then I'd say they suck.”44 
Conclusion  
My findings demonstrate that gig work has profound but varied roles in workers’ career 
strategies. I introduce a typology of gig workers that more clearly demarcates how this work is 
used by those in the gig economy. I find that workers can be classified into five distinct 
categories. 
                                                     
44 Quote also from Scott D. 
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I have also established distinct variations in workers’ motivations for completing gig 
work, and these motivations in turn will be an important point of differentiation when assessing 
the job quality of gig work — the focus of Chapter 4. In that chapter I will build on both the 
typology of platforms and the typology of gig workers to understand how workers’ motivations 
influence their perspectives on job quality. In other words, beyond the objective characteristics 
of job quality on digital platforms, I investigate whether workers’ individual differences are 
mediating or moderating the worker experience and their stance on job quality in the gig 
economy. 
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CHAPTER 4. JOB QUALITY IN THE GIG ECONOMY 
“Choose a job you love and you will never have to work a day  
in your life.”- unknown 
Introduction 
Compared to “traditional jobs,” gig jobs are decidedly more precarious. But does that 
necessarily make them bad? 
Since gig workers are legally defined as independent contractors, they are not covered by 
minimum wage or safety protections, and federal labor laws that protect workers’ right to 
unionize do not extend to independent contractors. In addition, online gig work platforms do not 
provide health care, sick or vacation days, or retirement contributions. In a February 2018 Senate 
Subcommittee, “Exploring the ‘Gig Economy’ and the Future of Retirement Savings,” experts 
reported that almost 50% of gig workers lack the means to contribute to a savings account for 
retirement, and of those who do have the means, many only contribute to a retirement savings 
account sporadically.45 
Perhaps not surprisingly, economic security is a significant issue with gig work. Beyond 
the unpredictability of the work, the net pay is not always substantial either. A 2015 study 
focusing on Uber discovered that, after accounting for costs to drivers (e.g., car depreciation, 
fuel, insurance, and maintenance), drivers only earned between $8-13 dollars per hour, 
depending on location.46 A more recent study (2018) paints a much less rosy picture of rideshare 
                                                     
45 https://www.help.senate.gov/hearings/exploring-the-gig-economy-and-the-future-of-retirement-savings (accessed 
3/1/2018) 
 
46 https://www.buzzfeed.com/carolineodonovan/internal-uber-driver-pay-numbers (accessed 3/1/2018) 
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platform profits: the study found that 74% of drivers earn less than the minimum wage in their 
state and that 30% of drivers are actually losing money once vehicle expenses are included.47 In 
a study I completed last year, I compared the wages of workers completing work online to the 
earnings that are typical for the job’s identical counterpart in the traditional labor market. I found 
that many workers were making less than 60% of what their counterparts were making per hour 
in the traditional labor market, on top of the fact that the former was not getting benefits (Dunn 
2017). 
While the job characteristics of gig work are generally precarious, this chapter 
demonstrates that gig jobs are not necessarily bad a priori. Rather, my findings show that despite  
platform characteristics that affect job quality, workers from different categories within the gig 
worker typology are experiencing identical platforms differently from one another. Specifically, 
differences in worker motivation are mediating and/or moderating the worker experience, thus 
resulting in differing views of job quality within the same platforms. 
Platform Categories and Worker Typology 
In Chapter 2, I argued that platforms varied on two important attributes of job quality in 
gig work: control and wages. Examining platforms along these two dimensions — control given 
to workers and issues surrounding wages — the relative differences in job quality between 
platform categories can be meaningfully compared. Platforms with higher control for workers 
and higher wages possess objectively better job quality attributes than platforms that offer lower 
control and lower wages. 
First, looking at wages, online freelance platforms clearly have an advantage over the 
other categories. The former offer not just higher wages but also the freedom to negotiate and set 
                                                     
47 http://ceepr.mit.edu/publications/working-papers/681 (accessed 3/1/2018) 
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one’s pay. Rideshare/transportation and task/delivery platforms, on the other hand, pay less and 
offer less financial transparency. Looking at control given to workers, online freelance platforms 
again clearly exhibit an advantage over the other platform categories: besides setting their own 
wages, online freelance workers are not penalized for turning down work and are allowed to 
complete work offline.  Rideshare/transportation and task/delivery platforms, by contrast, 
generally exert much greater control over worker behavior, which leaves the worker with much 
less personal control than in the online freelancing category. Most rideshare/transportation and 
task/delivery platforms have strict policies surrounding turning down work, have punitive 
policies around customer ratings, and some even hide details about the job itself until after the 
worker has accepted the work. Ultimately, platform categories vary with respect to control and 
wages.  Online freelance platforms have the advantage (across both attributes) over any other 
category, while task/delivery platforms have a slight advantage over rideshare/transportation 
platforms. It is important to recognize, thus, that even void of worker motivation, obvious 
variation in job quality exists between types of platforms. 
Chapter 3 showed that worker strategies strongly influence platform category choice. At 
the same time, job quality varies across platform categories, as discussed above. Hence, these 
trends — combined — raise the possibility that workers across the gig worker typology 
experience gig work differently because they are working on completely different kinds of 
platforms. In other words, we must ask, is it ultimately platform characteristics driving the fact 
that individuals across the worker typology experience gig work differently? 
To address this possibility, I mapped the worker typologies by platform category: 
respondents were coded by platform category in my data analysis, so once the worker typology 
was also created (based on the key characteristics discussed in chapter 3), I examined the 
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distribution of worker types by platform type. I found a homogeneity of platform choice 
according to worker category. That is, workers from a given typology classification seemed to 
work only within certain platform categories. As an example, dabblers only worked on 
rideshare/transportation platforms and searchers concentrated on rideshare/transportation and 
task/delivery platforms. 
My analysis also revealed overlap between gig worker types and platform categories, 
which dismisses the notion that platform categories alone could be responsible for deciding a 
worker’s perception of job quality. Figure 4.1, below, demonstrates that worker typology 
categories with almost diametrically opposed characteristics (e.g., dabblers vs. searchers vs. 
lifers) are working on the same platform; as such, it is impossible to assert that differences in 
perceptions of job quality are solely attributable to platform characteristics. 
Furthermore, in mapping the worker types onto the platform categories, several 
additional observations emerge that warrant mention. First, rideshare and transportation 
platforms include workers from within each category of the worker typology. This is important 
to note because workers across the typological classifications have distinctly different 
motivations for gig work. As a result, then, of the fact that individuals with differing motivations 
find themselves in the same categories of work, we are able to make relatively direct 
comparisons, in order to truly assess how individual motivations can impact perceptions of job 
quality in the gig economy. Similarly, long-rangers and lifers are the only two typology 
categories that occupy the online freelance platforms. Thus, it will be important to compare the 
experiences of these two worker types on the online freelance platforms. Lastly, task and 
delivery platforms have representation from all four of the gig worker categories that are 
grounded in an economic motivation (Dabblers are the only ones of the five-category typology 
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who are not economically motivated.). Thus, comparing perceptions of wages by worker type is 
important. 
The remainder of this chapter now will systematically explore how worker motivations 
might affect workers’ perceptions of job quality. The following sections are organized by 
platform category, starting with workers on rideshare and transportation platforms; followed by 














Figure 4.1. Worker Typology and Platform Category Map 
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Importance of Individual Differences in Perceptions of Job Quality 
Rideshare and Transportation Platforms 
As discussed in Chapter 2, rideshare and transportation platforms have low barriers to 
entry, require no specialized skill, and offer quick payouts. Because of this, they attract a broad 
swath of workers from all different typology categories. Tasha T. is a 42-year-old single black 
female “searcher” from Georgia with a 9-year-old daughter.  Tasha was recently laid off from 
her job but wants to stay in the area to keep her daughter close to the child’s father. Her financial 
situation is precarious enough that without immediate work, she would have been forced either 
to move to her parents' house in another city or promptly find work in another city. Tasha 
immediately turned to Uber “for the money” and is currently driving 7 days/week to make ends 
meet. When asked how rewarding the work was, her response was, “For me, the only reward is 
the money.” 
Likewise, George H., a 63-year-old white male “searcher” from Alabama, was forced 
into retirement from his state job of 26 years. He and his wife of 40 years, who was also 
dependent on his medical insurance, have serious health issues, but neither is eligible for 
Medicare. The high cost of health care has forced George to look for another job, but he has been 
unable to find work. He has turned to Uber to help defray the bills, and he is not particularly 
happy: “What I make is not fair, and it’s not a lot, but my health is going down. My sugar is 
high,” he explains in reference to his deteriorating health condition. 
Both Tasha and George turned to Uber after their more standard work arrangement was 
terminated, both are actively searching for a more standard work arrangement, and both feel as if 
their gig work wages are unsatisfactory. For Tasha and George, gig work is a bad job. 
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Table 4.1. Rideshare and Transportation Platform Workers 
Worker 
Typology 









Recently laid off from her job 
but wants to stay in the area to 
keep her daughter close to the 
child’s father. Wants regular 
employment as soon as 
possible. 
Low Job Quality 
"...(I)t is a lot of work for not 
much money.” When asked 
how rewarding the work was, 
she responded, “For me, the 
only reward is the money.”    
George H. 
63-year-old  




Forced into retirement from 
his state job of 26 years. The 
high cost of health care has 
forced him to look for another 
job, but he has been unable to 
find work.   
Low Job Quality 
“What I make is not fair, and 
it’s not a lot, but my health is 








Currently a graduate student; 
drives to supplement the 
family income and help pay 
bills. Does not expect to 
continue driving work after 
graduating. 
High Job Quality 
“Yes, I find the work very 
rewarding because I'm able to 
earn an income that 
supplements my wife's while I 
finish up my work as a 
student… I am quite satisfied 
with my experience thus far.”  
Brandon J. 
23-year-old  




Drives Uber for "fun money." 
He takes paid driving work 
during his commute home and 
parties with the money on the 
weekends. 
High Job Quality 
“I don't find my Uber and 
Lyft work to be stressful at 
all. I actually use it to de-
stress from my full-time job. 
It's calm, you get to meet new 
people and drive new places. I 
think it's a great de-stresser!”  
Scott D. 
61-year-old  




Drives Uber for non-monetary 
reasons: “God sends me 
where I'm needed. I avail 
myself for gigs, but it is God 
who puts me in people’s path. 
I'm either there because I 
need help, or they’re there 
because they need mine.”   
High Job Quality 
“Yes! I love my job(s). Now, 
if I didn't have a steady J-O-B 
— just over broke [hearty 
laugh], and if these were the 
only things I did [Uber/Lyft, 
etc.], then I'd say they suck.”  
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John H. is a 24-year-old Asian male “short-timer” living in Virginia. He is a graduate 
student and drives for Uber to supplement his family’s income:  
I'm currently a student so I have a lot of commitments going on, but working with Uber is 
flexible in the sense that I can work when I want. The income earned is very helpful in 
paying for monthly bills and supplementing the income that my wife earns. (I) don't see 
myself working with Uber as a long-term career, but I will certainly continue to work 
with them until I graduate and as I settle in to a job, hopefully within the next few years.  
 
John says he “rarely” finds the work stressful; in fact, he finds it rewarding: 
Yes, I find the work very rewarding because I'm able to earn an income that supplements 
my wife's while I finish up my work as a student. Although the income from working 
with Uber is not huge, it definitely helps. The experience overall has been quite 
positive… I am quite satisfied with my experience thus far. 
 
Others even look forward to their shifts on rideshare and transportation platforms.   
Brandon J. is a 23-year-old black male “short-timer” from Pennsylvania. He works full-time and 
drives after work for “fun money.” “I don't find my Uber and Lyft work to be stressful at all. I 
actually use it to de-stress from my full-time job. It's calm, you get to meet new people and drive 
new places. I think it's a great de-stresser!” 
Many also turn to transportation and rideshare platforms for a specific project or purpose. 
Sharon H. is a 60-year-old black female “short-timer” who has worked at the same traditional job 
since 1974 and is nearing retirement. She admits that, at her job, “the pay is decent and the hours 
are good.” She drives for Lyft for a very specific purpose: “(I do it) to help me raise extra money 
for my granddaughter's Girl Scout troop.  I waited a long time for this honor; (my) daughter 
finally settled down, finished college, and made me proud.” Sharon finds the pay is “acceptable” 
and likes that she is “able to work like I want and when I want.” She admitted, “The bad part is, 
sometime(s) it is hard to stop once I get started, because when the money is flowing, I am 
flowing with it.” 
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Scott D. a married 61-year-old white male, drives Uber for a surprising reason: “God 
sends me where I'm needed. I avail myself for gigs, but it is God who puts me in people’s path. 
I'm either there because I need help, or they’re there because they need mine.”  Here is his 
description of his first Uber ride: 
Well, I already told you about my first Uber job, 3-and-a-half hours in an ice storm. The 
thing is, it was totally God's doing. See, I had just gotten approved to use the Uber app. I 
looked outside and the roads were de-iced, so I thought, ‘What the heck, I can try this a 
little today,’ and turned on the app. I was hailed almost immediately, which somehow 
surprised me, and (I) went on my way. I arrived to find six young men of Middle Eastern 
descent standing in the parking lot of an area known for student housing. One of these 
young gents teetered up to my window, knocked on it politely, and asked nodding, ‘You 
go to Chicago, yes?’ [speaking with accent] 
 
Not knowing I could say ‘no,’ I said, ‘Um, sure, but I'm going to need to get some gas.’ 
[…] They all hugged him good-bye, and off we went. I asked him to tell me about 
himself. As it turns out, he was from India and proudly boasted, ‘I'm the first in my 
family to get accepted to an American university.’ But he'd  only gotten in the country 
two weeks before and in his perfect English [said in jest], said, ‘I've been having very 
hard time.’  
 
Realizing what it must be like to be 18 or 19 years old, from a different culture and alone, 
away from his family, I set about reassuring him. We talked about his studies, his family, 
his travels, and what he hoped to accomplish. I shared with him some of my life and how 
God makes things work out. […] 
 
As we headed west, the roads were still iced. The power lines were all down, so each 
country road and pig trail crossing became a 4-way stop. As always, God works in 
mysterious ways, the temperature rose a degree or two and the heavens opened up. It was 
rain! The ice melted on contact. We were met by a convoy of 3 big trucks and stayed 
with them all the way to Chicago without incident. […] The first billboard we 
encountered [at the beginning of the drive] read, ‘Winter storm emergency’ and I thought 
to myself, ‘This is what I was here for. To help this kid safely get to his newly 
transplanted home.’ […] 
 
As I helped him unload, I gave him a big hug and told him, ‘My young friend, trust God. 
He did not bring you all the way around the world to drop you on your head. You'll be 
fine. Everything will work out.’ And I believed it. He smiled and I drove back to Indiana. 
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 Beyond his insistence on the conviction that he is driving for God, Scott also obviously 
enjoys interacting with people and the storytelling that likely comes with it. Ultimately, it would 
seem, he is happy doing this work because his motivation is not financially driven. Rather, doing 
this gig voluntarily and not depending financially on the work, he believes it is a good job.  
When I asked if he found the work rewarding, Scott responded, “I have one motto in life: if I'm 
not having fun, I'm not doing it right! I like people, and (when) driving, I meet some fascinating 
folks. You just have to ask them about themselves, and they'll tell you everything.” When asked 
specifically about his satisfaction with gig work, needless to say, he was happy: “Overall, I am 
extremely satisfied with what it is that I do for Uber, Lyft, and the other things I do.48 There is 
little to complain about…”   
Chapter 2 demonstrated that rideshare and transportation platforms have job attributes 
that objectively contribute to poor job quality: low wages and high control over workers. Yet 
despite these objectively bad job characteristics, workers are experiencing identical jobs on these 
platforms differently. Tasha T. and George H. have a distinctly different perception of their job 
quality (bad job) compared to that of John H. (fine job), compared to Brandon J. and Scott D. 
(good job).   
Task and Delivery Platforms 
Similar to rideshare and transportation platforms, task and delivery platforms have low 
barriers to entry, require no specialized skill, and offer quick payouts. They also have forms of 
control and wage structures similar to those of rideshare and transportation platforms. These 
platforms also attract a wide swath of workers across typology categories; as mentioned above, 
task and delivery platforms have worker representation from all of the categories in which 
                                                     
48 Scott D. also does secret shopping, which he takes tremendous pleasure in. 
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economic motivation is an important driver. I will look at task and delivery workers from each 
category, beginning with lifers. 
  In her labor strategy, Gabriela C., a 25-year-old single Hispanic female “lifer,” leverages 
multiple platforms, including a delivery platform. This delivery platform, called DoorDash, uses 
gig workers to place orders at the restaurants and stores where the platform’s drivers are picking 
up. The platform’s step-function model dictates that workers receive different levels of pay per 
phone-call-order that they place, depending on how many calls they have already placed on a 
given day. For example, the first 40 calls that a worker places are compensated at $0.40/call; 
calls 41 – 60 at $0.50/call; etc., until they cap out at $1.00/call for calls 161 and over. During 
busy times, one might be able to place 15 – 20 orders per hour if they work fast. According to 
this model, once a worker unlocks the highest pay rate possible for the day, he/she is making $15 
– 20 per subsequent hour.  The problem is that a worker likely will have been placing calls for 8 
– 10 hours already in a single day in order to have placed 160 calls before the busiest time (the 
dinnertime rush) and thus unlock the highest pay grade for that especially lucrative period. This 
is what Gabriela does. It should be noted that she also drives for DoorDash, and each of her two 
roles with this platform requires that workers sign up for shifts; hence, sometimes her schedule 
only accommodates one DoorDash job or the other. 
 In Gabriela’s work as a caller with the delivery platform, she starts her shift very early 
the morning so that she can be at the highest pay grade by dinnertime:  
Gabriela C.: When I place orders for DoorDash I start early in the morning, like 7 or 8am, 
so that I am rolling by dinnertime (at the highest pay tier). During the slow times, I might 
be doing other jobs, but I am logged into their system and monitoring orders that I can 
place. 
 
Mike: So you would say the more time you put into it, the better you end up getting paid? 
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Gabriela: For my order-placer job with DoorDash online, yes. Because the more hours in 
a day, the pay increases per order. Example: (Calls) 1 – 40 pay, per order, 40 cents; then 
41 – 60 is 50 cents; until you reach a dollar. So if you work, say, full time, you can be 
making around $17 – 20-ish an hour. Usually, you can place 15 – 26 orders per hour. It 
all depends how fast you grab and place orders. 
 
Mike: Wow! I had no idea that is how the pay structure was for DoorDash. So then you're 
really hurt if a restaurant is slow then, right? So just so I understand, you sign up for (a) 
shift, and the first 40 orders of that shift, you get paid a certain amount; then the next 20 
orders of that shift, you get paid a higher amount; etc., until the end of the shift, and then 
it starts over? 
 
Gabriela: Yes, for the order-placer one. Restaurants are fast, as time is money for them as 
well. It starts over on a different day, yes. So for me, (it) is best to work more hours in 
one day instead of working just a few hours (per) day (over several days). 
 
 In Gabriela’s case, since she does not have a marketable skill, finding ways to leverage 
her time and effort is how she gets ahead; she works on multiple platforms simultaneously, 
carefully scheduling her time to maximize the amount that she is paid. While for many, this type 
of piecemeal work would be stressful and unsatisfying, Gabriela sees it differently:  
I always wanted to be able to make money from the comfort of my home. So back in 
2009, that’s when I first started researching and earning my first online gigs. I was a 
waitress at the time and did side gigs for extra cash[…] Honestly, I consider this good 
because I get to choose my own hours to work for. Also, I can take as many days off as I 
want, no hours requirements have to be met, and you have nobody bossing you around. 
 
This is why, despite the piecemeal wages, and the high control that the platform exerts (step-
function pricing, signing up for shifts, etc.), she considers the job “good.” 
Samantha C., a 27-year-old white female “short-timer” from Georgia, does gig work for 
side money and is very satisfied:  
I love doing gig jobs because they are always different, but it could not be my only job. I 
do them on the side in addition to a full-time job, just to have extra money. It is pretty 
reliable that I can pick up at least a few shifts every week, so that's always a bonus. Other 
than that, I set my own schedule, it's extra money, and usually very easy work.  
 
Since Samantha does not rely on the funds from her gig work, she does not experience the work 
itself or the unpredictability of the revenue as stressful: 
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It's almost never stressful. I've had a few tasks (in over a year of doing it) that make me 
regret taking the task, but usually the money is worth it in my mind. A few stressful gigs 
for all of the extra money that I've made is totally worth it. 
 
Samantha also finds the pay fair: 
 
I think it's very fair. TaskRabbit pays really well per hour. Takl is based on the job, so 
that's sometimes difficult if the job takes longer than expected. And for Uber, you 
couldn't find a delivery job that pays that well if you worked for Zifty or something like 
that, I think. 
  
In fact, she sometimes ends up working much longer hours than she anticipated because of the 
pay:  
I think the desire for money controls me more than the platform itself. It's easy work, 
usually, and it's hard to say no to extra money when the work is easy. You'll always want 
more. Once you've had a taste for gig work, I think it's hard to turn it down, even if 
you've got other things that might need your attention in your personal life.  
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Table 4.2. Task and Delivery Platform Workers 
Worker 
Typology 




Single   
Washington 
Searcher 
Desperately looking for full-
time employment. Gig work is 
sole source of income. Works 5 
– 6 twelve-hour days to make 
ends meet. 
Low Job Quality 
"It is the insatiable beast that 
consumes all the free time I have to 
find other, more satisfying work.”    
Megan K. 
33-year-old  




Looking for a permanent job 
(writing/editing/creative). 
Currently does freelance writing 
(not online) and uses gig work 
to make ends meet. 
Low Job Quality 
“The pay really isn't that great at 
all. And the fact that it's not a 
consistent gig means you don't 
have a consistent source of income, 
which can be stressful… No, I don't 
find it rewarding at all." 
Kathleen B. 
48-year-old  




Underemployed after being laid 
off. Using gig work to 
supplement family income. 
Average Job Quality 
“In the beginning, it was just a 
temporary thought — but now I see 
it more long-term, as a way to 
make money and supplement my 
income… I would not consider it a 
good job, but a fill-in job.”  
Samantha C. 
27-year-old  




Employed full time (HR Payroll 
Coordinator), and does it for 
extra money.  Takes a few shifts 
a week. 
High Job Quality 
“I set my own schedule, it's extra 
money, and usually very easy 
work... (I)t's almost never 
stressful... I think (the pay is) very 








Gig work is her “career.”  
Works on multiple platforms. 
High Job Quality 
"Honestly, I consider this (a) good 
(job) because I get to choose my 
own hours to work for. Also, I can 
take as many days off as I want, no 
hours requirements have to be met, 
and you have nobody bossing you 
around.”   
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Kathleen B., profiled in Chapter 3, is a 48-year-old white female “long-ranger” whose 
husband works full time in the Army as a civilian. They have three older kids, either in college or 
nearing college. Kathleen relies on gig work to make up the difference in income she was 
making before she got laid off.  Her outlook on work on task and delivery platforms is not as 
positive as Samantha’s or Gabriela’s. When asked if she thinks her gig work is a good job, 
Kathleen responded, “I would not consider it a good job, but a fill-in job.” When asked how 
satisfied she was with the work, Kathleen curtly answered, “Satisfied that I can make extra 
money.” 
David C., also profiled in Chapter 3, works on a delivery platform as his sole source of 
income.  To generate enough revenue to pay bills, he is forced to work long hours. The burden of 
work is great:  
(I)t is the insatiable beast that consumes all the free time I have to find other, more 
satisfying work… I'm putting too much time and energy into what I'm doing just to keep 
a roof over my family's head, but that takes away from the time/energy I have to actually 
be with my family, or look for a new job, or even just rest and recharge myself mentally 
and emotionally.  
 
David sums up his feelings this way: “I am ultimately wasting my talents, my potential, and my 
degree, just bringing people tacos and cheesecake.”   
Megan K. is a 33-year-old white female “searcher” who works for a delivery platform. 
Like David, she is not happy with her arrangement and thinks that the work on the platform is a 
bad job: 
The pay really isn't that great at all. And the fact that it's not a consistent gig means you 
don't have a consistent source of income, which can be stressful… No, I don't find it 
rewarding at all. I see it as just a job, providing a service that, honestly, is a luxury, not 
necessity.  
 
As a delivery driver, Megan is constantly faced with the pressure of delivering in a timely 
manner, regardless of time of day — in the traffic of Los Angeles. Furthermore, her platform 
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pays a flat fee per delivery, regardless of whether a driver is going next door or all the way 
across town. 
 Compounding the problem of inequitable compensation, the platform does not show the 
worker the destination until he/she accepts the delivery order. Furthermore, the platform has a 
variety of other controlling and/or punitive policies: it suspends workers for turning down jobs, 
closely monitors each driver’s “breaks,” and has a policy of barring drivers from working on the 
platform if they exceed their allotted “pauses” in a given day. In Megan’s case, she is allowed to 
“pause” her status three times in one day; the fourth pause results in her being blocked from 
work on the platform for 24 hours. The same platform also monitors delivery times, and, based 
on the platform’s estimates (and the estimate the platform gives to the customer), “late” 
deliveries are also reprimanded. Finally, it has a policy of suspending or dropping drivers from 
the platform if their customer rating dips below 4.7 of 5. Ultimately, however, regardless of all 
these policies, many of the factors that determine rating (and amount of tips) are out of the 
control of drivers like Megan: traffic, wait time for product, technical errors — even platform 
policies themselves influence ratings and earning potential, occasionally constraining the latter. 
Megan K.: So, you are required to accept a delivery without knowing the destination. I 
live in L.A., and during the peak times (of) delivery, the traffic can be bad. Well, it’s 
problematic, since you get paid by delivery, not by the hour. I guess that’s probably why 
they don’t show you the destination, because you would turn down jobs that are far away. 
I was once asked to deliver sex toys and a marijuana pipe from a store in Venice to 
Westwood. It took me over an hour to make the delivery, and the asshole stiffed me on 
tip, so I made less than minimum wage that hour.    
 
Mike: Wow! I had no idea you could get items like sex toys and marijuana pipes 
delivered! I have so much to learn. Do they vary the pay based on time of day? That is, 
do they pay more for a delivery during rush hour? 
 
Megan: No, the pay rate is the same, regardless of the time of day. 
 
Mike: Hmmm, interesting. So, I was in LA recently, and it took me A LONG TIME to 
get from Westwood to LAX at 4:30pm. So if you had a delivery from Westwood to 
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Venice, for example, at 4:30pm versus 8pm, it would be a huge difference in time to you 
but the same pay. What incentive do they give you to work during higher traffic times, 
given that they don’t tell you where the delivery is going? 
 
Megan: Correct — the pay would be the same. They don't give you an additional 
incentive to work during higher-traffic times, but there are more orders on the platform 
during those times, so you do theoretically get more job opportunities if you work during 
busy times. But they also don’t allow you to choose what jobs you want; you deliver 
what they tell you, or they’ll kick you off. 
 
 Similarly, the delivery platform that David C. — introduced above — works for gives 
customers an estimated time of delivery without knowing the situation at the restaurant.  Thus, if 
the restaurant is particularly backed up with orders, if there is unusual traffic (because of an 
event or accident) the blame falls on the driver. This usually translates into lower ratings and no 
tip. As David explains:  
Work is stressful on a semi-frequent basis. If the orders are coming in too slowly, I stress 
that I won't make enough to support my family. If the orders involve long distances, I 
stress that I'm missing other opportunities that could make my day more profitable. If the 
platform is being overwhelmed with orders, I get assigned orders that are already past the 
expected delivery time, and I stress that the angry customers are going to leave me a 
smaller or no tip and give me a terrible review.  
 
The delivery platforms also decide the order in which you deliver food, if you are doing multiple 
orders on the same drive; sometimes the food that is picked up first, will be the last to be 
delivered, and the driver has no ability to change the order of the food drop-offs. 
 Jolynn S., a 50-year-old married white female “searcher,” works for a task platform that 
terminates workers for canceling jobs. “If I can get jobs, maybe I can cancel a job once or twice, 
but they will put me on a blacklist if I cancel too many jobs. They will go ballistic if I cancel. 
[…] they run a ghetto operation and treat their people like shit. I wouldn't work for them except 
that I need the money[…] (T)hey ignore us if we do good, but freak out if we do bad." 
 For Megan K. and David C., customer ratings that ultimately decide workers’ future on 
the platforms, the possibility of lost tips, and dealing with angry customers are all potential 
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problems exacerbated by platform policies and functions — and are out of their control. 
However, these workers rely on gig work, which makes them particularly vulnerable. For Jolynn, 
the rigidity of control, coupled with a financial dependence on the work, creates an often-
stressful and -unhappy climate. For each of these workers, their work on the task and delivery 
platforms amounts to bad jobs. 
While David, Megan, Kathleen, Samantha, Jolynn and Gabriela all completed their gigs 
on task/delivery platforms, individual differences in their motivation for seeking such work led 
to individual differences in their conclusions about the quality of the work. David and Megan 
found the pay to be low, the platform policies to be controlling, and the work to be stressful; they 
felt as if this was a bad job. Kathleen saw it as a “fill-in job” — in her eyes, not a good job, but 
not a bad job either. Samantha and Gabriela, on the other hand, are quite satisfied with their work 
on identical platforms, seeing the work as flexible, not stressful, and a great way to make money. 
They believe it is a good job.  
Online Freelance Platforms 
Online freelance platforms’ characteristics are significantly different than any other 
platform category, and Chapter 2’s discussion has already explained what makes the jobs on 
those platforms objectively “better.” First, wages are significantly higher because the typical job 
duration is greater, and the work requires specialization. Furthermore, online freelance platforms 
exert far less control on workers, even offering them the freedom to negotiate and set their own 
wages. Finally, as the work is online, the workers have the flexibility needed to complete their 
work wherever and whenever they want. Given all of this, one might assume that workers in 
online freelance platforms see these jobs as good, unilaterally. You might also imagine that most 
workers would be attracted to these gigs. Unfortunately, though, these jobs are off-limits to 
many; they tend to require specialized skills that many workers do not possess, and their payoff 
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is not immediate. Working on these platforms demands a significant time investment in order for 
a freelancer to become established to the extent where such work becomes financially viable. As 
a result, these platforms tend to draw a smaller subset of workers, ones with a longer 
commitment to gig work: lifers and long-rangers. Regardless, just as in the other platform 
categories, workers’ motivations still mediate and/or moderate their perceptions of job quality. 
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Table 4.3. Online Freelance Platform Workers 
Worker 
Typology 





Mother of 3 
Montana 
Long-Ranger 
"Stay-at-home mom" (3 
young kids) who teaches 
online English classes for 
Chinese students. Does this to 
help ease her family’s 
financial burden. 
Low Job Quality 
"It's stressful when my customers 
aren't 100% satisfied — as my 
performance reviews are critical to 
my job security. Also, I work very 
early mornings… The company 
(platform) requires me to work at 
least 30 hours a month. If I do not 
hit those 30 hours each month, my 
job is at stake — which seems to 
be a brutal penalty.” Kathy G. 
summarizes her work in an almost 
resigned tone: "A job is a job, and 
money is money."   
Trevor P. 
24-year-old  
White male  
 Single 
New Hampshire 
Lifer Full-time freelancer. 
High Job Quality 
"I'm able to work on Upwork 
anywhere. I could be doing my 
jobs in the United States, the UK, 
Asia, Antarctica, or outer space. 
As long as I have an internet 
connection, I'm able to make 
money."   
Sarah M. 
38-year-old  
White female  
Divorced  
Illinois 
Lifer Full-time freelancer. 
High Job Quality 
"Upwork allows me to set my own 
work schedule and gives me the 
opportunity to do the type of work 
that I enjoy. Since I'm not tied 
down to a desk from 9 – 5 every 
day, I am able to take my daughter 
to school and pick her up each day 
and no longer have to pay high 
costs for after-school daycare." 
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Sarah M. is a 38-year-old divorced white female “lifer” who works solely on online 
freelance platforms. When asked about her view on the work, she sums up her experience: 
Upwork allows me to set my own work schedule and gives me the opportunity to do the 
type of work that I enjoy. Since I'm not tied down to a desk from 9 – 5 every day, I am 
able to take my daughter to school and pick her up each day and no longer have to pay 
high costs for after-school daycare. I try to get my work done during the hours when she 
is at school, so we have every afternoon and evening to spend together. There are 
occasions where I work in the evening, but it's often after she goes to bed. The freedom 
also allows me to pop out and run an errand, meet friends for lunch, or simply take a walk 
in the woods, should I wish. I've been fortunate to connect with three great clients that 
I've worked with almost since the start. I rarely actually apply for jobs, or even look 
through the job postings anymore, as I have plenty of work from them. 
 
 Similar to Sarah, Trevor P. a 25-year-old single white male “lifer,” also works solely on 
online freelance platforms. He is quite satisfied with his work arrangement too:  
I am able to control what I do, when. Sunday through Thursday nights, I'm able to plan 
out what I'm going to accomplish the following day. If I'm sick, I'm also able to take time 
off without jumping through any hoops. I'm able to work on Upwork anywhere. I could 
be doing my jobs in the United States, the UK, Asia, Antarctica, or outer space. As long 
as I have an internet connection, I'm able to make money. 
 
For Sarah and Trevor, working on the online digital platforms is a good job. Trevor sums up the 
lifer’s view of gig work:  
I have the flexibility of choosing what projects I want, what clients I work for, the hours I 
choose to work. I can work from anywhere. I have no commute. I can choose to work in 
my pajamas, or bare-footed [...] I set my own pay rate, and Upwork guarantees hourly 
project payment.”  
 
Both Sarah and Trevor embrace the freelance lifestyle, and the platforms enable them to connect 
with well-paying jobs on their terms. 
Kathy G., also profiled in Chapter 3, is a 32-year-old white female “long-ranger” from 
Montana who works on an online freelance platform. Married to a youth pastor with whom she 
has three young children, she typifies the long-ranger who uses gig work as a family financial 
strategy:  
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I’m a stay-at-home mom. Life is great, but finances are tight on one income. I have an 
online job to help supplement the financial pressure of one income […] I cannot just up 
and leave my children alone, nor do I want to pay for daycare for three kids — talk about 
expensive […] (W)hen they get older and out of the house, maybe I'll look for a normal 
job with benefits. If I even last that long [laughter]. 
 
The final part of Kathy’s statement alludes to the stress that many long-rangers face; though they 
already have full and busy lives, they still struggle to make ends meet and therefore need to find 
more work. Kathy, in particular, teaches video English classes to students in China. The platform 
requires her to work during class times that are convenient for Chinese students, which translates 
to 2 – 6am in her own time zone. This means that before she starts taking care of her three 
children under the age of 7 on any given day, she has already put in a shift of teaching English 
classes. Naturally, this arrangement adds a layer of stress Kathy wishes she didn’t have: 
It's stressful when my customers aren't 100% satisfied — as my performance reviews are 
critical to my job security. Also, I work very early mornings […] which is not always 
easy, and sometimes downright stressful/difficult to make it to "work" on time […] If my 
reviews are bad and students are not satisfied with me or my teaching, they can 
negatively "review" me. 
 
 The platform also has the disadvantage of being inflexible in the face of last-minute 
cancellations or other needs that might spontaneously arise: “The company requires me to work 
at least 30 hours a month. If I do not hit those 30 hours each month, my job is at stake — which 
seems to be a brutal penalty.” When asked if she could just turn down jobs if she did not want to 
wake up for such an early-morning shift, the answer was an absolutely-not: “I cannot turn down 
jobs. Once they are assigned to me, I cannot ‘un-assign’ them. If I were to choose to not show up 
to a class, I would be fined three times the amount I make for going to the class.” Kathy G. 
summarizes her work in an almost resigned tone: "A job is a job, and money is money." When 
asked how financially difficult her life would be without gig work, Kathy answered:   
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Too hard, financially. Bills just keep going up, property taxes, etc. They passed the 
Family (& Medical) Leave Act, but who can take off six weeks without pay and (still) 
pay your mortgage? But life happens, and your kids, your parents/family, need you to 
take time off, or you have a house emergency (leaking water heater), and your employer 
doesn't understand why you want to use your personal time and vacation time. America 
needs more time off. 
 
 Unlike that of freelancers Sarah and Trevor, Kathy’s perception of job quality is quite 
different. Sarah “enjoys” her work, while to Kathy, the work is just a means to an end. Thus, 
despite the more attractive attributes of the jobs found on online freelance platforms, freelancers’ 
perceptions of job quality still vary, depending on their own personal motivations for engaging in 
the work. 
Conclusion 
While we can somewhat objectively designate “good” or “bad” characteristics to jobs 
(e.g., flexibility and high wages = “good”), designating gig work itself as “good” or “bad” a 
priori overlooks the notion that workers’ individual differences will influence the way in which 
they evaluate the quality of the same work. Previous scholarship has taken a platform perspective 
on job quality and suggested that quality is a binary. As Chapter 3’s gig worker typology 
demonstrated here, however, there are key attributes that differentiate how workers approach gig 
work; building on that, the current chapter then demonstrated that these individual motivations 
strongly correlate with their individual evaluations of job quality. The result is that platforms 
with “bad” job quality characteristics can still offer work seen as “good” by some workers. The 
reverse is also true: platforms with “good” job quality characteristics may offer jobs that can be 
considered “bad.” What these results suggest is that in order to truly understand job quality in the 
gig economy, a worker-centric approach is important. 
At the end of the day, is work in the gig economy a “good” or a “bad” job? This chapter 
demonstrates that it is both. There are clear and obvious platform attributes to gig work that 
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make it less attractive than non-traditional work. Lack of predictable hours and schedule, lack of 
benefits, and the uncertainly of contingent work are some of these drawbacks. Yet at the same 
time, these attributes — depending on differences across workers — may take a greater or lesser 
importance in each individual’s assessment of the work’s quality. Thus, a worker-centric 





CHAPTER 5. VIRTUAL MIGRATION AND GEOGRAPHIC SOVEREIGNTY 
“Workers are unavoidably place-based because ‘labor-power’ has to go home every night.” 
-David Harvey (The Urban Experience, 1989) 
Introduction 
Environmental, or nonwork, factors have long been established as important drivers 
affecting job quality (e.g., Flower and Hughes 1973). O’Reilly and Caldwell (1980) established 
that extrinsic factors, including geographic location and proximity of family, were important to 
perceived job satisfaction and commitment. Similarly, after following workers longitudinally 
over nine years, Malka and Chatman (2003) found strong relationships between extrinsic factors 
and job satisfaction, including geographic location. Given the importance of “place” in 
influencing one’s perceptions of job quality, I want to explore the topic of migration within the 
context of gig work. Migration’s role in gig work will be the main focus of this chapter.   
Depending on which underlying theory of migration you subscribe to, the mechanism for 
migration might differ, but at the core of most theories is the idea that the decision to migrate 
requires physical movement. Place — whether that be origin or destination — has been a 
cornerstone for scholars studying labor migration flows. Scholars have demonstrated that 
migration has economic, political, and social implications for sending communities, receiving 
communities, and for migrants and their families. However, while today’s technologies are 
producing a form of migration in which the labor is migrating instead of the worker, few 
migration scholars have explored this notion to date. 
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Aneesh (2001) first introduced the notion of technologies intended to facilitate virtual 
mobility. These are technologies that move text, voices, and images across enormous distances 
(e.g., computer networks, phones). Building on his earlier work, he then used the high-tech 
Indian IT workforce as a case study to introduce the idea of virtual migration: the idea that 
economic migration does not necessarily require the physical relocation of the laborer, but rather 
that the work itself can migrate to the worker. I use his work as a point of departure for this 
chapter. 
In this chapter, I show that digital platforms and gig work can affect migration decisions 
in two key ways. First, digital platforms are dramatically lowering the barriers to entry for 
finding work, thus enabling workers to earn revenue in a matter of days. These low barriers to 
entry are allowing workers who otherwise might have had to migrate to another location (e.g., 
move to a family member’s house) to remain in their current location, making ends meet through 
gig work right where they are, while they can still look for more permanent work opportunities 
(be those close to home or elsewhere). 
Next, online digital platforms are facilitating the virtual migration of labor, a condition in 
which workers are able to find and complete work from beyond their local labor markets. Thus, 
virtual labor migration is creating location-independent labor markets and allowing workers 
access to opportunities that would, historically, have only been available to those physically 
migrating to different labor markets. The availability of work through online freelance platforms 
is removing the geographic constraints associated with work and creating an environment in 
which workers are unattached to their locale — a phenomenon that I call “geographic 
sovereignty.” This notion has implications for migration decisions in two respects: 1) Workers in 
depressed labor markets, or whose skillsets are poor matches to local labor market needs, are 
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able to find work without migrating to a stronger labor market, an outcome I’ve termed 
privileged continuity, and 2) Workers acquire the opportunity to migrate voluntarily, without the 
economic implications that have historically been tied to work, an outcome I call privileged 
migration.   
Technology and Its Impact on Migration Patterns 
The term “migration” suggests movement, and work has historically been geographically 
bounded. For labor migrants, this meant that finding employment required leaving their home 
community. Workers and the work that they performed — including their work’s place-bound 
nature — were inexorably linked, with labor being the most place-bound of all factors of 
production (Hudson 2001). As Harvey (1989: 19) famously noted, workers are unavoidably 
place-based because “labor-power has to go home every night.” 
 As technology, especially internet and communication technologies, began to permeate 
our lives, though, the notion of place-based work was challenged. Bhagwani (1987), for 
example, contested the notion that it is necessary to be physically present at the same location as 
the customer in order to provide a service. He distinguished among three possible situations: 1) 
the supplier of the service is mobile, but the customer is immobile; 2) the supplier is immobile, 
but the customer is mobile; and 3) both customer and supplier are mobile. 
Later, Aneesh (2001) put forth that companies are now using technology to “conquer” 
space, especially technologies of virtual mobility, such as computer networks and phones, which 
can move text, voices, and images across enormous distances. Contextualizing virtual mobility 
within work’s evolution from manufacturing to knowledge and service work is important. The 
very nature of knowledge and service work makes some of the work apt to be virtually mobile, at 
the same time as it introduces the possibility of labor moving across physical space as well. As a 
result, the possibility arises that economic migration does not necessarily require that the laborer 
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relocate physically; instead, the work itself can migrate to the worker. This is what I mean by the 
“virtual labor migration.”  
The Reorganization of Work and Virtual Labor Migration 
The organization of work itself has evolved to yield fertile circumstances for the growth 
of virtual labor migration. First, technology has made it possible to divide work into separable 
tasks. Orlikowski (1996) demonstrated in her study of technical help desks, “digitization induces 
workflows to be reorganized in the direction of dividing workflow into tasks that are separable in 
terms of technical skills and interactivity” (Dossani and Kenney 2003:9). Similarly, Mann (2003) 
demonstrated that technology enables the disaggregation of services into stages or tasks, which 
do not need to be completed contiguously but can instead be done asynchronously and globally. 
In addition, technology has enabled virtual labor migration through the real-time unification of 
different time zones (Aneesh 2006). In other words, technology brings different time zones 
together and connects them in real time, creating new organizational structures that allow 
employers to pattern work between time zones simultaneously. A large for-profit university, for 
example, employs contract editors and graders in different time zones, such that students turn in 
work before they go to sleep, and by the time they wake up, their work has been graded 
overnight by workers in different time-zones.   
The key consequence of virtual labor migration is the reduced relevance of movement 
across physical space, which means that embodied migration is becoming a redundant activity. 
In other words, virtual labor migration decouples the worker from his/her local labor market. 
This is an important development because poor local labor markets are often key reasons for 
economic/labor migration decisions. With labor migrating to workers through digital platforms, 
however, workers are no longer constrained by their local labor market conditions — nor, 
therefore, prompted to move. 
103 
In a recent project, I surveyed 150 online crowdwork platform workers in India and 
found that over half would be forced to migrate if not for the availability of online work. 
Furthermore, after linking population density with the migration decision, I found that as 
population density decreased, the dependence on online work to prevent migration increased. In 
other words, the more rural a worker’s physical location, the more likely the worker was to 
migrate, if not for the availability of online work. The results of this study also showed a 
negative correlation between population density and hours worked online, thus lending support 
to the notion that workers in more constrained labor markets would likely be forced to look for 
work elsewhere if not for online work (Dunn 2016). 
With the introduction of online work platforms, pervasive internet connectivity, and 
work’s evolution toward task-based projects, we have experienced a digital evolution of work 
that has changed the way work can be accessed and performed. Additionally, increases in 
technological adoption have resulted in a blurring of lines between the nonwork and work worlds 
(Ramarajan and Reid 2013; Reyt and Wiesenfeld 2015). Technology has made it possible for 
employees to be connected to work without requiring a traditional workspace (Boswell and 
Olson-Buchanan 2007; Perlow 2012). The result is a dispersed access to work; work has 
migrated virtually to workers’ individual locations, and neither work nor worker is necessarily 
connected anymore to any workplace or location. 
Gig Workers and the Mobilization of Resources 
As established above, digital platforms are changing migration decisions by allowing 
workers to mobilize resources from disparate locations (Erickson and Jarrahi 2016). As the work 
can now migrate to the worker, the latter is no longer geographically constrained. I have termed 
this phenomenon “geographic sovereignty” because the worker achieves the flexibility and 
autonomy to complete work from almost any location he/she might choose. 
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A recent development that illustrates “geographic sovereignty” has been the rise of a 
community of workers called “digital nomads.” Digital nomads can be described as digital 
workers (Orlikowski and Scott 2016) who are characterized by their “nomadicity” and by their 
fluid, independent work practices (Sutherland and Jarrahi 2017). They take geographic 
sovereignty to the extreme by traveling while they work, as they are not tied to any specific 
place. Digital nomads are no different from the nomadic worker described by Perry (2007) in his 
work, except for the fact that the former are location-independent: the work they are completing 
is not located in the place(s) where they are travelling. Many digital nomads have given up a 
permanent house and present themselves as “wanderlusting internet entrepreneurs” who may 
work from a coffee shop in Bali in Indonesia one month, and the next month may be working 
from a co-working space in Chiang Mai, Thailand (Sutherland and Jarrahi 2017). These workers 
typically complete jobs that require specialized skills; many digital nomads specialize in coding, 
design, and development work, to list a few examples. 
The remainder of this chapter investigates migration and gig work through the lens of the 
gig worker typology introduced in Chapter 3. I start by trying to determine which worker types, 
if any, are more likely to be considering migration, and then I examine the role of gig work in 
their migration decisions. Are gig workers considering migration as an option, and are they 
leveraging gig work to facilitate or to delay this decision?   
Migration and Worker Typologies 
 The worker typology outlined in Chapter 3 showed that individual workers have distinct 
motivations for pursuing gig work. Similarly, there is a distinct migration profile associated with 
each type of worker. Table 5.1 summarizes these. 
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Searchers Lifers Long-Rangers Short-Timers Dabblers 
 
Actively searching for 
more traditional work 
arrangement, using gig 
work as bridge during 
period of under-
employment.  Migration 
a consideration but low 
barriers to entry for gig 
work allows them to 
remain in current 
location.  Virtual 
migration of labor can 
also be leveraged by 
searcher in the longer-
term as well. 
 
Lifers embrace the  
freedom from 
geographical constraints.  
This means living and 
working in the location 
they choose, and the 
freedom to move or 
relocate with the 
work/labor migrating 
with the workers.  
Migration decisions are 
driven by personal 
decision rather than 
dictated by solely 
economic considerations. 
 
Long-rangers have a 
unique set of 
circumstances that might 
make them consider 
economic migration if 
not for virtual migration. 
Many long-rangers find 
them-selves in a 
depressed labor market, 
but personal circum-
stances make the location 
more desirable.  Virtual 
migration allows them to 
work in an otherwise 
depressed labor market.  
 
Short-timers tend to be 
gainfully employed, not 
looking for work, or in 
a finite transitional 
period so they’re 




Dabblers do gig work 
mainly as a diversion 
and their participation is 
not tied to their 
employment status. 
Their involvement with 
gig work is intermittent 
and unpredictable as is 
their intention and 
likelihood to migrate. 
 
 
Highest Migration Possibility 
Looking at each worker type, we see great variation in their likelihood of migrating, with 
searchers and lifers the most likely of all of these to be considering migration (albeit, likely, with 
very different personal reasons). Searchers are actively looking for work, and many consider 
economic migration as a viable option for employment. They are dependent on gig work for their 
financial survival, while the broad availability of gig work and its low barriers to entry have 
allowed workers to remain local. Migration remains an option that searchers may consider, 
especially if moving would help them to secure a more traditional work arrangement, but they 
often prefer remaining in their current location for a variety of personal factors (e.g., family, cost 
of living, etc.). They depend on gig work for their survival and hope that gig work is a temporary 
bridge between their current hardships and the day when they might find traditional employment 
— hopefully in their area… but migration is always a potential eventuality for the searcher. 
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Lifers also have a higher migration possibility than most other worker types, but they 
have different motivations and circumstances surrounding these decisions. Lifers embrace the 
freelance lifestyle and see gig work as a lifelong career. Employment itself, for this group, is 
more of a lifestyle than a binary arrangement (i.e., employed–unemployed), and part of this 
lifestyle is freedom from geographical constraints. Hence, these workers can live and work in the 
location(s) they choose, and they are free to move or relocate, as their work migrates with them. 
Their migration decisions are personally driven, rather than dictated by economic considerations 
alone. 
Variable Migration Possibility 
Long-rangers have a unique set of circumstances and characteristics that might 
make them consider economic migration, if not for gig work. These workers are either 
completing gig work as part of a broader family labor strategy or are underemployed and 
therefore must look for supplemental income in the gig economy. A common reason for 
long-rangers’ engagement in the gig economy is that they find themselves in a local labor 
market that is depressed or represents a mismatch to their skills, while personal 
circumstances make the location otherwise-desirable. For example, perhaps they are 
living where they are because that is where their spouse works, or because their family is 
in the area. For these long-rangers, gig work somewhat allows them to transcend the 
economic limitations of their depressed local labor market. Depending on their overall 
financial precarity, they might consider migrating, if not for gig work.  
Lowest Migration Possibility 
Dabblers and short-timers have a low likelihood of migration, since they are 
typically gainfully employed and financially stable. These two types of workers use gig 
work as an opportunity to earn some extra cash or as a diversion and are not actively 
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looking for other work because they do not need to. As such, economic migration is not 
something under consideration for these worker types. 
Migration and Low Barriers to Entry  
Digital platforms and gig work have changed the wait time before starting a job from 
weeks to a few days, or even a few hours. The result is that workers are able to begin earning 
paychecks almost immediately. For searchers, this changes the urgency of their precarious work 
situation. Searchers who might otherwise have had to take immediate action on their migration 
decisions are able to delay these decisions and hang on to their hopes for residential stability 
(i.e., they escape having to uproot themselves and their families right away, if at all). These 
digitally facilitated work opportunities offer searchers a lifeline to assist them through periods of 
unemployment, helping to ensure that they experience minimal upheaval while they try (and they 
wait) to secure standard work arrangements. 
This function of gig work is evident in Tasha T.’s situation. She is a 42-year-old single 
black female from Georgia with a 9-year-old daughter. Tasha was recently laid off from her job 
but wants to stay in the area to keep her daughter close to the child’s father. Tasha’s savings 
consisted of just a 1-month nest egg. Without immediate work she would have been forced either 
to move to her parents' house in another city or to take a traditional job immediately, even if the 
latter would have required a move too or entailed high commuting expenses. She says that she 
likes the “flexibility to go on interviews” with gig work, due to the control that gig work affords 
her over her own work schedule. However, she sums up her experience in this way: “I am 
constantly looking for a full-time job. I am grateful for the opportunity to make money, but 
sometimes it is a lot of work for not much money.” 
David C., described in both Chapters 3 and 4, told me that he is working on the platform 
“while I (look) for a proper job.” He is the sole provider for his household, so unemployment is 
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not an option: “I am the sole provider for my family. My girlfriend is on the autism spectrum, 
high-functioning, but it still makes it almost impossible for her to land and keep gainful 
employment.” David has been actively looking for work since he graduated from college over a 
year ago and has been doing gig work until he finds a permanent position. 
 Both Tasha and David are dependent on their gig work to make ends meet, and this work 
represents an economic lifeline, helping help them remain in their local areas without having to 
uproot themselves or their households in order to take another job somewhere else. Both also 
started gig work involuntarily and see it as a temporary engagement. 
 David summarizes his gig work experience this way: “No, this is not rewarding work. 
There's no real mental stimulation, there's no long-term sense of satisfaction or achievement, and 
there's no opportunity for growth and advancement.” 
 Despite, their relative unhappiness, however, each is leveraging gig work to delay or 
altogether bypass a migration decision. That is, both would likely have been forced to look for 
work elsewhere, if not for the availability of gig work. 
Location-Independent Labor Markets and Geographic Sovereignty  
Digital platforms and gig work have also changed labor market dynamics, which has 
also, resultantly, influenced workers’ migration decisions. Workers historically have been 
constrained to finding work locally and to move to locations with stronger labor markets if local 
work was not available. Kalleberg (2007) describes two distinct “geographic mismatches” that 
can prevent workers from finding work in their area: the first is a mismatch between the skills of 
the local workforce and the skills needed for the work, and the second is the outmigration of 
jobs. Now that labor can migrate to workers through digital platforms, workers are no longer 
entirely constrained by their local labor market conditions. In sum, online platforms are creating 
location-independent labor markets, thereby untethering workers from their local job market 
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prospects. This is affording workers a certain detachment from their geographic location. I have 
termed this detachment from local labor markets “geographic sovereignty,” and it is an important 
filter through which gig workers’ migration decisions are being evaluated and made.  As it 
relates to migration, the uncoupling of work from location lets gig workers either engage in 
privileged migration or experience privileged continuity.  Privileged migration is the concept that 
geographic sovereignty in enabling workers to migrate to more personally desirable locations 
without needing to consider their labor market strategies or face the pressures from the 
geographic constraints that many traditional work arrangements impose and demand. Privileged 
continuity is the concept that geographic sovereignty in enabling workers to stay in a geographic 
location in which they’re unable to find work in the local labor market because they can access 
work through the online platforms. 
Jeremy L. is a 40-year old Hispanic man from Ohio. He was in “IT Management” before 
turning to gig work for what he thought was going to be a short stint: “I’ve been doing this for a 
couple of years already, and I didn’t think it would last this long.” Jeremy has three kids in the 
area, and while he has been seeking local work, he has not searched for work outside of his area 
for “many years” because he wants to remain close to his kids. Unfortunately for Jeremy, though, 
his local labor market is not strong for his skills: “I have looked around my area periodically and 
really haven’t found too much to fit me and my skills. I think I would need to be in a much larger 
market to have plenty to choose from these days.” Jeremy’s local labor market is a poor match 
for his IT background and skills. The virtual migration of work, however, is allowing him to 
work, despite the mismatch between his geographic location and his skill set. Though he, 
himself, is not moving, gig work is nonetheless affording Jeremy geographic sovereignty by 
offering him the ability to access work that is not available in his local labor market – a 
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privileged continuity of work despite his geographic mismatch of skills. Thus, he can remain in 
the area with his two sons and his daughter. 
In an attempt to understand the relationship connecting those who work online with their 
local labor markets, I looked at the unemployment rates for each online-worker respondent’s 
locale.49 Specifically, I focused this examination on the unemployment rate and average 
household income for their zip codes. I was curious to see whether the unemployment rate of the 
area in which each worker lived was lower than the average US unemployment rate (measured as 
the overall US zip code mean).50 Based on these two metrics (unemployment rate and household 
income in respondent’s zip code), I found evidence to support the premise that those individuals 
who are working through online freelance platforms, on average, reside in areas with weaker 
labor markets. Table 5.2 below summarizes the differences:  
 
Table 5.2. Unemployment and Household Income Comparison 
 
Unemployment Rate Average Household Income 
Study Participants 6.04% 
(range: 2.4% - 7.6%) 
$41,790 
(range: $31,386 - $95,000) 
US Average 4.60% $59,039  
 
 
 Amber A., a 45-year-old married woman who works on online freelance platforms, 
substantiates the findings, “(if not for online work) […] I most likely would move in order to 
work someplace where the cost of living is cheaper and wages higher.” For Amber, the online 
freelance platforms uncouple her from her local labor market and allow her to work in location-
independent ones. Simply put, these platforms afford her geographic sovereignty. 
                                                     
49 Based on their zip codes, N = 18 
 
50 While these measures do not reveal whether each worker’s respective labor market is a mismatch to his/her skills, 
they do suggest that the availability of online work might help workers navigate (or transcend) a weaker labor 
market. 
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While Jeremy and Amber have been able to remain in their locations because of 
geographic sovereignty, others are using geographic sovereignty to enable a fluidity of 
movement, within the context of which they may complete their work with no geographical 
constraints. Put differently, geographic sovereignty is offering workers the opportunity for 
“privileged migration” — in other words, migration decisions and experiences that are not tied to 
work. 
Eliza E., who was introduced in Chapter 3, works full-time in the gig economy on an 
online freelance platform. She splits time between the United States and the Philippines. Initially, 
Eliza decided to work for online freelance platforms because her late husband, who was an active 
member of the US military, was given assignments in different locations “every couple of years.” 
She found the “portability” of the work on these platforms ideal for their situation. After many 
years, Eliza embraces the lifestyle that allows her to split time between two countries without 
having to worry about work, even though her husband has passed away and her household’s 
location needs are no longer exactly the same. “I can be in the Philippines or in the US, be in the 
car, bus, boat, or plane, and I can still do my work and communicate with clients.” 
I first interviewed Maeve, a 25-year-old white single woman, in 2016, when I was in the 
exploratory stages of this project’s design. At the time, despite having a college degree, Maeve 
was unable to find stable employment in her area. She moved in with her mother to “figure stuff 
out,” but after almost a year-and-a-half of looking for work, she still had not found a job. She 
lamented, “I must have applied to a hundred different jobs — seriously, probably even more — 
without even a single hit.” (By “hit,” she meant “callback for an interview.”) While Maeve 
searched for a job, however, she had simultaneously been concentrating her work on online 
freelance platforms, leveraging her writing and editing skills for marketing jobs. 
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Six months after our initial conversation, Maeve hit her second-year anniversary on the 
online freelance platforms and had developed such a dependable and robust portfolio of clients 
that she abandoned her search for local work altogether and is now making a career out of online 
freelance work. Once she committed to the work, she embraced the geographic sovereignty 
afforded by these platforms and has since moved out of her mother’s house in North Carolina 
and into a shared apartment in Dublin, Ireland because, “(I)f it doesn’t matter where I live, why 
would I want to live in [hometown], North Carolina when I can live in Europe?” 
Eleanor T., a 24-year-old white single woman, uses online freelance platforms to enable 
her geographic sovereignty. She has a B.A. in physics and mostly takes on technical writing 
projects that she finds on these platforms. Eleanor shares a room in a co-op and saves money 
from her work so that she can travel between projects. “Last year, I spent almost four months in 
Scotland and Ireland, and when I got back home, I started picking up work right away. I am 
planning on going to Antigua (Guatemala) or somewhere in Costa Rica probably in December.” 
While in Scotland, Eleanor found work on a farm but stayed in touch with many of her clients. 
She sees “home” as a fluid and temporary designation rather than as a permanent arrangement, 
and digital platforms have untethered her from having to call any single place “home.” 
Some workers also likely leverage geographic sovereignty itself to moderate the 
consequences of gig work’s precarious nature. In Sean W.’s case, he used his geographic 
sovereignty to lower the financial burden of his living expenses. A 25-year-old single white man, 
Sean does programming, coding, and web design on online freelance platforms. He was living in 
New York City and started working on online freelance platforms.  He worked on these 
platforms for nearly five years and was piecing together a living on his gig work, which meant 
that he could afford to rent just a tiny apartment in New York City. When he visited a friend in 
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the south several years ago, though, he was astonished by how cheap housing was there. Sean 
recognized that his work would allow him to leave “the city” for a place with more affordable 
housing without any complications, so he took advantage of the geographic sovereignty and 
migrated: 
(I)t was insane, I was sharing a tiny apartment with three other people, and we paid 
$3,000 for that apartment. I was paying $750 dollars to sleep on what amounted to a 
couch. Now I pay $400 for a mother-in-law apartment that I have all to myself, and I can 
have my car! 
 For Eliza, Maeve, Eleanor, and Sean, gig work, by decoupling work from local labor 
markets, provided the geographic sovereignty. This geographic sovereignty afforded them the 
opportunity for privileged migration, a migration experience uncoupled from their labor 
strategies. For some, like Eliza, geographic sovereignty makes it possible to split one’s time 
between different places (even, as in her case, between different countries). For others, like 
Eleanor, Maeve and Sean, this benefit of online gig work allows them to migrate to more 
personally desirable locations without the needing to consider their labor market strategies or the 
pressure from the geographic constraints that many traditional work arrangements impose and 
demand. 
Conclusion 
The gig economy is affecting migration decisions and practices in novel ways. First, 
digital platforms have streamlined the processes through which people can find work, allowing 
workers to begin working almost instantaneously. As a result, workers are able to access work 
opportunities and to receive compensation in a timely fashion; this possibility allows workers to 
delay (or perhaps even bypass having to make) migration decisions. Online gig work also allows 
workers to bridge periods of unemployment more efficiently. Someone who would have 
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historically been forced to migrate because he/she needed to find work immediately for 
economic survival can now more easily and quickly access work, thanks to digital platforms. 
Second, digital platforms and gig work have changed local labor market dynamics through the 
virtual migration of labor. Workers historically have been limited to searching for work locally, 
and if they were unable to find employment, they could be forced to consider migrating to a 
location with a stronger local labor market. Now, with labor itself migrating to workers — 
through the digital platforms — workers are no longer constrained by their local labor market 
conditions; the platforms have created location-independent labor markets. This is affording 
workers a certain detachment from their geographic location – geographic sovereignty. As it 
relates to migration, the uncoupling of work from local labor markets allows the worker to either 
engage in privileged migration or experience privileged continuity.  Privileged migration lets 
workers choose personally desirable locations to live without the needing to consider their local 
labor markets.  Privileged continuity allows workers to stay in a geographic location in which 
they’re unable to find work in the local labor market because they can access work from remote 
labor markets. 
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CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION 
“You can guarantee lifetime employability by training people, making them adaptable, making them 
mobile to go other places to do other things. But you can’t guarantee lifetime employment.” 
-Jack Welch 
Summary of Findings 
On August 4, 2017, a new term made its debut in the New York Times crossword puzzles. 
The clue for 17-across was, “labor market short on long-term work.” The answer, of course, is 
“gig economy.” Despite its only recently having been introduced into the NYT crossword realm, 
though, gig work is not a new phenomenon, and Chapter 1 argued this, showing that gig work is, 
in fact, just a “reincarnation” of piecemeal work, which was common up until the first quarter of 
the 20th century. What differentiates gig work from the piecemeal work of a century ago is that 
the new iteration’s employment relationship is brokered by online platforms. Chapter 1 also 
argued that the rise of gig work was not by coincidence or happenstance. On the contrary, it was 
the result of a substantial reorganization of work: the decline of internal labor markets (Cappelli 
2001; Hollister and Smith 2014); the dramatic increase in flexible workforce strategies 
(Kalleberg 2003); the trend toward project-based work (Powell 2001); and the disappearance of 
large, vertically integrated firms (Davis 2016a). These changes all happened within the context 
of a tremendous rate of technological advancement in connectivity (internet infrastructure and 
access), software (e.g., platforms), and hardware (e.g., smartphones). These changes are the 
backdrop of the modern gig economy. 
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 What do a web developer, a taxi driver, and a carpenter have in common? The answer is 
that they all may work on an online platform that can broker their work. These platforms were 
the focus of Chapter 2. The chapter surveyed the platform landscape and showed that platforms 
can be classified in four distinct categories, the following three of which were examined in this 
study51: Rideshare and Transportation Platforms, Task and Delivery Platforms, and Online 
Freelance Platforms. Each category was defined by a distinct combination of four characteristics: 
Barriers to Entry, Location-Independence, Job Duration, and Skill Requirements. These four 
characteristics, in turn, were functions of two key attributes — Wages and Control — whose 
variation can strongly influence job quality. The platforms and their attributes became points of 
departure in Chapter 4, when these were examined through the lens of gig workers themselves. 
 Gig workers were the focus of Chapter 3. What might a 42-year-old single black mother 
with a 9-year-old, a 42-year-old divorced Hispanic father of 3 school-aged children, a 24-year-
old married Asian man, and a 61-year-old married white man have in common? These 
individuals are all completing work in the gig economy. Their stories also revealed that each one 
had distinct motivations for completing gig work, and their labor market and career strategies 
were strong predictors of both their commitment to gig work and of which platforms they chose. 
Chapter 3 presented a typology of gig worker that demarcates how gig work is being used. It is 
through this typology that the variation in worker motivation was observed, and in the 
antepenultimate chapter workers became the lens through which job quality was examined. 
Compared to “traditional jobs,” gig jobs are decidedly more precarious. But does that 
necessarily make them bad? Chapter 4 contended that gig jobs are not necessarily bad a priori. 
Rather, my findings showed that workers from different categories within the gig worker 
                                                     
51 Crowdwork platforms were the excluded category. 
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typology were experiencing identical platforms differently from one another. Most importantly, 
this chapter revealed that individual motivations strongly correlated with each individual’s 
evaluations of job quality. For example, workers who were experiencing gig work voluntarily, 
evaluated job quality differently than workers who were experiencing it involuntarily. As a 
result, platforms with “bad” job quality characteristics were found to be offering work that was 
still seen as “good” by some workers. What these results suggest is that, in order to truly 
understand job quality in the gig economy, a worker-centric approach is crucial. 
In Chapter 5, I explored the topic of migration within the context of gig work. I showed 
that digital platforms and gig work can affect migration decisions in two key ways. First, 
workers who find themselves suddenly un- or underemployed are able to turn to gig work 
immediately, to bridge the time until they find stable work again; in some cases, these workers 
would have been forced to look for work elsewhere, were it not for virtual access to gigs with 
low barriers to entry. As they are able to begin earning money quickly from these opportunities, 
these workers are, thus, able to stay in their local areas and avoid migration (at least, that is, 
migration precipitated by financial emergencies in the short-term). 
The second way that gig work is affecting migration decisions is through the digital 
nature of these platforms and the digital nature of the jobs that many of them offer. As these 
platforms are facilitating the virtual migration of labor, workers are able to find and complete 
work from beyond their local labor markets. The fact that the availability of work through online 
freelance platforms is removing the geographic constraints associated with work is an important 
historical development: these conditions have created a set of circumstances in which workers 
are unattached to their respective locales — a phenomenon that I call “geographic sovereignty.” 
Geographic sovereignty allows a fluidity of movement for the workers, thus enabling them to 
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complete their work with no geographical constraints, and has implications for migration 
decisions in two respects: 1) Workers in depressed labor markets, or whose skillsets are poor 
matches to local labor market needs, are able to find work without migrating to a stronger labor 
market, an outcome I’ve termed privileged continuity, and 2) Workers acquire the opportunity to 
migrate voluntarily, without the economic implications that have historically been tied to work, 
an outcome I call privileged migration.   
Project Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
As the gig economy continues to grow, research that investigates the role of gig work in 
career strategies is important. This study, by establishing a typology of gig worker, elucidates 
key motivations for engaging in gig work. However, this study’s data are but a snapshot in time. 
To appreciate career strategies in gig work more fully, a longitudinal perspective is needed and 
should be a key element in future research. This study, furthermore, makes no attempt to 
estimate the national percentage of workers in each worker category. This too, though, should be 
a focus of future research; understanding workers’ distribution across the typology would help 
better delineate the overall precariousness of gig work. For example, if only a small percentage 
of gig workers were found to be experiencing gig work involuntarily (e.g., searchers), while a 
large percentage were found to be engaging in gig work voluntarily (e.g., short-timers), then 
policy recommendations, for example, would be less dramatic.   
Another of this study’s limitations is that I am unable to make assertions about the effects 
of geographic characteristics on gig work, as I did not explicitly and systematically sample 
workers from urban and rural locations. For platforms that are not location-independent, 
geographical characteristics could very well be important. Areas with greater populations may 
offer workers greater opportunities for leveraging gig work, for example. On the flip side, 
workers from more urban areas might see increased competition from higher numbers of 
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workers, which could hinder their earning potential. Future studies that include platforms that are 
not location-independent, and which look to make broader generalizations, might identify 
important variation if they include an urbanicity component. 
Also critical to mention is that while my study focused on workers in the United States, 
gig work is an international phenomenon. A recent study estimated that 20 – 30% of workers in 
Europe are gig workers.52 The largest rideshare platform operates in China, providing 1.5 billion 
rides last year alone, and completing more rides in 6 months than Uber did in the past 8 years.53 
India is another gig economy player, with recent estimates of 20 million such workers.54 
Furthermore studies estimate that 60% of online gig workers are in Asia, predominately in India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh and the Philippines.55 As gig work is an emerging (perhaps even 
exploding) global economic reality, future research must take an international focus as well. 
Final Thoughts 
After a total of 50 interviews with workers in 35 different states, completing gigs on 21 
different platforms, ranging in age from 23 – 74, I was particularly struck by two observations. 
The first was how the inadequacies of our current social policies in supporting gig workers were 
manifesting in the lives of respondents. The latest health insurance figures show that about 11% 
of the US population currently does not have health insurance.56 I would have predicted that 
respondents in my study would have shown a similar rate, especially given the gains in 












availability of health coverage after the Affordable Care Act. Instead, over 60% of my 
respondents reported not having health insurance. While I do not know how well that figure 
represents the broader gig economy, the margin of difference was surprising. Less surprising, but 
still unexpected, was how common it was for my respondents to lack a financial nest egg of any 
substantial amount. Over 50% of respondents indicated that they did not have a nest egg 
squirrelled away in case of emergency, and even fewer were able to save for the future. Given 
the unpredictability of gig work revenue and the fact that these workers’ livelihoods exist at the 
whims of platform policies — policies that can change, and have changed, overnight — their 
situation is risky. 
Perhaps the biggest surprise for me was how powerful the autonomy and flexibility 
message (communicated in all of the advertisements and verbiage by the platforms) resonated 
with workers. The result was an unbelievably consistent account of agency by all of the 
respondents. When asked if they felt “controlled” by the platforms, every last one of my 
respondents, regardless of their situation or their platform’s actual policies and practices, 
responded “no” in some fashion. A sampling of responses:  
‘No, I control every aspect.’  
‘The desire for money controls me…’ 
‘HA! No! They'd like to, but I'm stubborn and know that I'm a contractor, not an 
employee’,  
‘No, I do not feel like the platforms control me. I work whenever I want, and I don't think 
I've ever felt coerced into having to work. Sometimes they provide some advertisements 
[e.g. surge pricing notification, email or text promotion] to try to encourage us to get back 
into working (if) it's been a little while, but I still feel very much in control.’ 
‘Not at all, the platforms never control me because I can choose to turn it off and take a 
break for hours or days or whatever I choose, so I never feel controlled that way.’ 
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Ironically, this universal belief in one’s own freedom, one’s ultimate agency, was the most 
powerful form of control — mind control, in a sense — that the platforms exerted. This notion of 
freedom, be that freedom authentic or merely ostensible, provides the platforms the “cover” they 
need to implement and wield strict policies and operations to control workers over whom they 
lack direct authority. 
In closing, I want to consider what the future might hold for gig work. If the predictions 
about the future of gig work are correct, then we, as a society, need to start taking a hard look at 
how gig workers can be supported. A recent study predicts that by the year 2020, 43% of the 
U.S. labor market will be made of freelance workers.57 Some even project that by 2027, this 
figure will reach over 50% (Freelancing in America 2017).  If these numbers hold true, and even 
if only small percentage of those workers enter the gig economy, the number will be significant. 
Those are bold growth predictions, but I believe we are at a crossroad for gig work, and the 
future of the gig economy is likely predicated on several factors that are yet to be settled. 
 First the rise of the gig economy happened in conjunction with the Great Recession. As 
the labor market had a surplus of working-age adults who needed to make ends meet, the 
unemployment rate was conducive to the growth of gig work. But as we begin to recover, will 
the labor markets reabsorb the gig workers who were displaced in the last decade, or has this new 
form of work been cemented into the fabric of employment relations? The “crunch” for many 
platforms will arrive when labor market conditions improve and workers have alternatives to the 
gig economy. Will this form of work then be sufficiently attractive for enough workers? Platform 
companies may be forced to modify elements of their practices to retain better workers, just as 





traditional employers must do when dealing with skill shortages (Rosenblat 2016).  One tactic 
often used by employers, increase in wages, could be the proverbial straw that breaks the gig 
economy’s back.  Take Uber, for example, which lost almost 1 billion dollars last year.58 With 
over 80 percent of its revenue going to workers, it is not likely that Uber will increase wages for 
workers given its current operating losses.59 
We are also undoubtedly in an era of extreme technological innovation, including huge 
strides in machine learning, automation, and artificial intelligence. Historically, automation and 
computerization have largely been confined to manual and cognitive, routine tasks involving 
explicitly rule-based activities (Autor and Dorn 2013; Goos et al. 2009). The rapid pace at which 
tasks defined as non-routine 12 years ago have been replaced by technology is illustrated by 
Autor et al. (2003: 1283): “Navigating a car through city traffic or deciphering the scrawled 
handwriting on a personal check — minor undertakings for most adults — are not routine tasks 
by our definition.” Today, that quote seems almost laughable: at this exact moment, there is 
probably somebody driving a Tesla in autonomous mode, maybe even while depositing a check 
via their bank’s smartphone app. And many believe this trend toward computerization is just the 
beginning. The latest report (2017) estimates that up to 60% of jobs could be lost to automation 
by 2030.60 Coming back full circle to the gig economy, is it possible that the gig economy has 
only been an intermediate step towards the full replacement of jobs by technology? Is it only a 
matter of time until autonomous vehicles replace every single Uber driver, thereby rendering 
rideshare platforms irrelevant in the same way that the Pony Express ceased to operate mere days 








after a telegraph line was completed?  Ironically, then, technology which was the catalyst to the 
rise in the economy, could also be responsible for its downfall.   
The future growth or demise of the gig economy also likely rests with the legal system.  
Workers in the gig economy are classified by online platforms as independent contractors rather 
than as employees, freeing platforms from minimum wage requirements, safety protections, 
health insurance or ancillary benefits.  The legal classification of workers provides cover to 
platform companies while simultaneously providing them a competitive advantage of lower 
operating costs compared to more traditional employers.  But, the gig worker’s legal status is 
being challenged on several fronts, and the outcomes will have implications to the long-term 
growth of the gig economy.  A recent study found 16 different active litigations regarding “on-
demand” economy cases concerning worker classification (Cherry 2016).  If platforms are 
required legally to treat workers like employers, the predicted growth of the gig economy is 
unlikely. 
As platforms continue to proliferate, a transition to a new form of ownership model could 
transform the gig economy in the future.  In the New York City, for example, unionized taxi 
drivers have developed ride-sharing apps owned by members; revenues are returned to drivers 
through healthcare, pensions and other benefits. Scholz (2016) coined the term “platform 
cooperatives” and to-date a handful of platform cooperatives have been formed.61 These worker-
owned platforms face many challenges in competing with established companies, but there is no 
technological reason why more cannot emerge. Such ownership models may prove to be more 
sustainable in the gig economy than the present reliance on independent contractors.    
                                                     
61 https://www.shareable.net/blog/11-platform-cooperatives-creating-a-real-sharing-economy 
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Throughout the history of the United States, the glue that held our country together was 
the notion of the “American Dream,” the promise that work was the golden ticket — that anyone 
willing to work hard will have the chance to go as far as their ability and drive will take them. 
And up until recently, this might have been true, but employment relations have changed — and 
work no longer seems to be living up to that promise. If we, as a nation, want to return to the 
promise of work that so many of those before us realized, then we can not continue the status 
quo. Work has evolved, and we need to evolve. We must start with a new social contract that 
addresses the consequences of the new world of work in a manner that invests in our future, 
including portable benefits, accessible health care, and support that bridges periods of 




APPENDIX. METHODOLOGICAL INFORMATION 
RESPONDENT SCREENER 
Sample Study-Specific Questions 













l. None of these 
 
2. Do you “drive” for any of the following rideshare platforms? (Select all that apply) 
a. Uber 
b. Lyft 
c. None of these 
TERMINATE IF THEY “None of these” for both Q3 and Q4 
 
3. When was the last time you completed work on one of the online or mobile platforms or drive for one of 
the rideshare platforms? 
a. Within the last week 
b. Within the last month 
c. Within the last 2 months 
d. Within the last 6 months 
e. Longer than 6 months ago TERMINATE 
 
Demographic Questions 
4. What is your gender? 
a. Male 
b. Female 
AIM FOR 50% MALE, 50% FEMALE 
 




d. Native America 
e. Asian-American 
f. Other  
AIM TO RECRUIT A MIX BUT DEMOGRPAHIC MAY SKEW INTO CERTAIN CATEGORIES  
 
6. What is the highest level of education that you have completed? 
a. Some high school  
b. High school graduate 
c. Trade/technical school 
d. Some college/associate’s  
e. Graduate of a 4-year college/university 
f. Post graduate study/Professional degree  
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AIM TO RECRUIT 50 E, BUT A MIX OF OTHERS BUT DEMOGRPAHIC MAY SKEW INTO CERTAIN 
CATEGORIES  
 
7. What is your marital status? 
a. Single 
b. Married 
c. Separated or Divorced 
d. Widowed 
RECRUIT AS IT FALLS 
 
8. How many people, including yourself, live in your household? 
RECRUIT AS IT FALLS  
  
9. Are you considered your household’s “primary breadwinner”? 
a. Yes 
b. No 
RECRUIT AS IT FALLS 
 
10. Which of the following best describes your family’s total annual household income? 
a. Less than $25,000  
b. $25,000 to $49,999 
c. $50,000 to $74,999 
d. $75,000 to $99,999 
e. $100,000 to $124,999 
f. $125,000 or more 
AIM TO RECRUIT A MIX BUT DEMOGRPAHIC MAY SKEW INTO CERTAIN CATEGORIES  
 
11.  Which of the following best describes your current employment status? 
a. Employed full-time 
b. Employed part-time 
c. Homemaker 
d. Retired 
e. Full-time student NOT TO REPRESENT MORE THAN 10% OF EACH GROUP (2 
OR LESS – 4 TOTAL IN STUDY)  
f. Not employed 
RECRUIT AS IT FALLS (EXCEPT SEE NOTE ON STUDENTS) 
 
12.  IF EMPLOYED: What is your job title and the industry you work in? _________________  
 
13. What is your age? __________ 




IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Job Quality – MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION: What do people feel are the good and bad parts of this work, and 
overall are these good jobs?  
 
Would you consider your work on these platforms a good job?  Why or why not? 
What do you feel are some of the pros/advantages of it? 
What do you feel are some of the cons/disadvantages of it? 
How often do you find your work stressful? 
Tell us some of the most stressful parts of this work. 
What are some of the obstacles that you face when working on these digital platforms? 
Do you find this work rewarding?  How so? 
If somebody asked you what is the best part and worst part about this work, what would you tell them? 
Overall, how satisfied are you with this work? 
Have you ever had any issues being paid?  If so, can you describe?  How was it resolved? 
Have you ever had any issues with the platforms or their management? If so, can you describe?  How was it 
resolved? 
Do you feel that you can control when you take jobs without penalty from the platform? 
Do you feel that you can control how much you work without penalty from the platform? 
Do you feel that you can turn down jobs without penalty from the platform? 
Do you feel as if the platforms control you? 
If asked you what is the good, the bad and the ugly part of working on these platforms, what you tell them? 
If you had a one-on-one meeting with president of the platform what would you tell her/him about the work, the pay, 
how you’re treated and your overall experience? 
 
Labor Market Strategy – MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION: What role does this work play in their employment/labor 
market/career/work strategy?   
How long have you been doing work on digital and online platforms? 
Do you do work on other platforms? If you do work on multiple platforms, what other platforms? How do you 
decide when to do work on each platform? 
What percentage of your overall work is done on these platforms? 
What percentage of your weekly earnings is it responsible for? 
Approximately how many hours a week do spend on this work? 
How many days a week do you work on the digital platforms? 
How satisfied are you with the fairness of your pay?  Are you very satisfied, satisfied, dissatisfied, or very 
dissatisfied? 
In an average week how much do you earn? 
Do you have health benefits?  If yes, did you purchase a policy, from another employer, from a family member? 
Are you able to save or contribute to a retirement plan? 
Do you have a savings, rainy-day fund, or nestegg in case of emergency or long period of unemployment?  
Approximately how many weeks/months’ could you depend on this? 
How valuable is your formal schooling to you in doing your gig jobs?  Would you say very valuable, valuable, 
somewhat valuable, or not at all valuable? 
How valuable are the skills and experience you obtained from working in other companies to you in doing your job?  
Would you say very valuable, valuable, somewhat valuable, not at all valuable? 
What made you start doing this work?  What were you doing before you started doing gig work? 
What has been the biggest surprise about this work? 
What role does it play in your employment strategy?   
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Do you see this work as your career or something temporary?  If temporary, how long do you imagine yourself 
doing this? 
When somebody asks you what you do for a living, what do you tell them? 
Taking everything into consideration, how likely is it you will make a genuine effort to find a new job within the 
next year? Why or Why not? 
How hard, financially, would it be if you had to take time off during your work to take care of personal or family 
matters? 
How fair is what you earn on your jobs in comparison to others doing the same type of work? 
What do you wish you would have known about this work before you go started? 
Have you ever felt threatened or had a dangerous experience?  Please describe. 
Describe to us a couple of the most “interesting” or crazy jobs/experiences on these platforms. 
 
Migration – MAIN RESEARCH QUESTION: Is the availability of this working changing worker migration 
patterns.  That is, would workers have to move to another location if this work wasn’t available?  Has this work 
enabled somebody to move to an area that has a lower cost of living or better quality of life? 
 
How long have you lived in your current city?   
How settled would you say you are in your current location? 
Would you consider the area you live as “home”? 
Have you ever moved to another city/state/country because of a job?  
Are you currently looking for work outside of your local area? 
At this moment, how likely would you be to move for a job? Why or why not? 
How would you categorize the job opportunities for somebody with your skills and education in your local area? 
If you didn’t have access to the work on these digital platforms, what would you be doing instead? 
If you didn’t have access to the work on these digital platforms would you be forced to look for work in another 
city? 
Has the availability of work on these digital platforms allowed you to move to your current or another location 
where you would not have otherwise been able to find work? 
Does anybody else is your household do work on these platforms?  Who and what platforms? 
What do you think the future of this kind of work is? 
What do you think the increase of these kinds of jobs means for workers in the future? 






Worker forums represent online resources in which workers are able to exchange information and ideas, ask 
questions, and engage fellow workers to build community.  I used forums as ways to understand issues and events 
that workers are interested in (and usually affected by).  The following is summary of the forums: 
 
Uberpeople.net - Largest independent community of Uber Drivers.  Currently has 140 different forums sorted by 
city.   
 
Uber Forum – Largest forum that includes all Transpotation Network Companies (TNCs).  Has forums for Uber, 
Lyft, Postmates, Instacart, Favor, Deliv, DoorDash, and Amazon.  Has forums by company and by location.  
Currently has forums for 808 locations internationally.   
 
Uberdrivers.com – Another online community of uber drivers.  Will post to the “ask a question” forum. 
 
Envato Community – Formally freelanceSwitch.com, a large community of online freelancers, mostly high skilled 
workers.   
 
GDF Graphic Design Forum – (http://www.graphicdesignforum.com/forum/) a large international graphic design 
community.   
 
Web Design and Development Forum: (https://www.sitepoint.com/community/) A robust forum of online web 
workers.   
 
Whydowork.com – The largest community driven website focusing on work-at-home employment sectors and 
workers globally.  
TalkFreelance.com – A large forum (almost 35,000 members) for freelance workers, focusing on technical workers 
(web, SEO, coders).   
 
Freelancer Union – (https://www.freelancersunion.org/hives/)  The Freelancer Union is and organization that 
“connect freelancers to group-rate benefits, resources, community, and political action to improve their lives – and 
their bottom lines.”  Within their organization they have a community section which is split-up into different 
“Hives” which loosely would correspond to a forum topic.   I joined the hives specifically focused on gig companies 
as outlined in this study. 
 
Gig sites 
The following is a list of sites that I researched: 
 
90seconds.tv - Video production platform with a network of over 5,000 freelancers in 70 countries. 
 
99Designs – One of the largest online graphic design marketplace. Claim to have one million freelance designers.  
Gained notoriety with logo design, with a twist.  An employer posts a requests for logo, designers create logos for 
the employer, the employer chooses the one they like best and only that designer is paid. 
 
AmazonFlex – Same day delivery for Amazon.com customers.  “Partners” choose any available blocks of time to 
work the same day, or set availability for up to 12 hours per day for the future. Blocks are allocated based on 
expected volume and availability of Partners.  Workers are paid by the block they’re assigned, estimated earnings of 
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$72 per delivery block are based on making a number of deliveries that are expected to take approximately 4 hours 
to complete but may take more or less time.  Mileage, fuel etc. are paid by the driver, not Amazon. 
 
CrowdSpring.com – A site for creative professionals.  Site has 44 subcategories for workers for designs and writers.  
Similar to 99 designs, freelancers complete work for projects and the employer chooses the one they like best and 
only pay that freelancer. 
 
Damongo.com – Online microjob site, but differs because workers put up jobs they’d do, and the amount they would 
do them for.  For example, some are offering to translate documents for $5.  Likely not a site that would be useful 
for this study. 
 
Deliv.co – Offering same day deliver for participating retailers on their website.  Drivers are paid by delivery.  
Amount is based on miles driven.  Driver is shown amount at the time the accept the job. 
 
Demand Studios – (http://talent.studiod.com/) – A gig site for freelance “content creators”, or another way of saying 
designers, copy editors, writers. 
 
DesignCrowd.com – Crowdsourcing creative work, with over 500,000 designers who compete with other workers to 
“win” projects.  Similar to 99design.com and CrowdSpring.com. 
 
DoorDash.com – On demand restaurant food delivery service.  Claim to deliver with 45 minutes.  Workers are 
called “Dashers”.  Workers sign up for shifts, and are directed to “hotspots” (i.e. 3rd and El Camino in San Mateo) 
and await dispatch jobs on your app.  Workers paid by delivery. 
 
FavorDelivery.com – Workers are called “runners”, and Favor delivers anything within an hour.  In their words 
“Unleash the magic of the Anything Button and your Runner will pick up whatever your heart (or stomach) 
desires… At Favor, we deliver anything our customers need. Tacos from food trailers, groceries from Whole Foods, 
office supplies and dry cleaning. You name it.”  Required to apply, including an in-phone interview.  If accepted, 
you are paired with an experience runner to shadow.   
 
FieldNation.com – A localized site focusing on freelance service tasks.  Gigs are paid hourly and workers are able to 
choose jobs based on their location off of their smartphone.  Focused on technical, industrial, IT, 
telecommunications and field service industries.  Typical jobs include fax and printer repair, computer set up etc. 
 
Findeavor.com  - Another microtasking site similar to damongo and fourerr in which workers post jobs they’re 
willing to complete. 
 
Fiverr – Claims to be the largest marketplace for “digital services” including logo design, marketing service etc.  
Workers create profiles for services they’re able to complete. 
 
FlexJobs.com – Worker pays a monthly fee to access jobs that are posted on their site.  The site vets jobs that offer 
some kind of flexibility - telecommuting, part-time or flextime schedules, or freelance contracts. 
 
Fourerr.com – another microtasking site similar to damongo in which workers post jobs they’re willing to complete. 
 
Freelanced.com – A large “freelancer social network” with a focus on jobs.  Freelancers can use this site for free, or 
can pay up to $7 month for basic, professional, or premium benefits. Paid membership benefits include: exposure to 
more job opportunities, higher inclusion on databases searched by employers, and inclusion on the homepage.  
Employers are not charged to post jobs.  The site does not get involved in the financial transaction. 
 
Freelancer.com - Freelancer.com is the world's largest freelancing, outsourcing and crowdsourcing marketplace by 
number of users and projects. They have over 19,770,000 employers and freelancers globally from over 247 
countries, regions and territories.  They have over 9.4 million jobs posted.  They are a major player in the gig 
economy for online freelance work. 
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FreelanceWritingGigs.com – Has a job board in which “employers” post gigs.  They’re charged $30 to post a job.  It 
does not cost members to apply or take the job.  They are not involved in the financial transaction; they just act as 
job board. 
 
Geniuzz.com – Geniuzz.com (formerly MyntMarket) is the largest outsourcing and crowdsourcing marketplace for 
small business & individuals in Spanish.   
 
Genuine Jobs – Geniunejobs.com is a small site focused on teleworking type clerical jobs.  Data entry and medical 
transcription are some of the top jobs.  Currently has 2486 open jobs on the entire site. 
 
Get A Coder – Getacoder.com is a freelance hiring site with over 100,000 users in 234 world regions.  Specifically 
focused on website and backend technical coding.  Currently has 2,965 posted jobs, with jobs ranging from $77 to 
$30,000. 
 
Gigblasters.com - Another microtasking site similar to damongo.com, fourerr.com and findeavor.com in which 
workers post jobs they’re willing to complete. 
 
Gigbucks.com – A small microtasking site focusing on digital marketing. 
 
Gigbux.com - Another microtasking site similar to damongo.com, fourerr.com, findeavor.com, and gigblasters.com 
in which workers post jobs they’re willing to complete. 
 
Gigdollars.com - Another microtasking site similar to damongo.com, fourerr.com, findeavor.com, gigblasters.com, 
and gigbux.com in which workers post jobs they’re willing to complete. 
 
Glamsquad.com – Hair, Make-up, and Nail artist are sent to your home.  From their site “Each qualified applicant is 
deeply background checked and goes through a rigorous character assessment before joining the team. To date, the 
company has received over 1,500 applicants with less than 1/8 making it through. Once selected as a member, each 
stylist, artist and manicurist (currently available in NYC & LA only) is put through a rigorous 40-hour assessment 
program executed by our senior creative team.”  They have set price for all services.  Artists are paid a flat rate per 
gig, depending on service rendered. 
Greatlance.com – A small freelance site (50,000 freelancers) focusing on higher-skilled work – similar to 
freelancer.com and upwork.com but on a much smaller scale. 
 
Guru.com – Guru.com is one of the more established sites but has not seen the incredible growth that freelancer.com 
and upwork.com have seen.  Have high-end work. 
 
Handy.com – An online platform for residential cleaning and household services.  Operates in 28 cities across 
United States, Canada, and United Kingdom.   has and estimated 10,000 cleaners to work on its platform.  Workers 
are required to apply, and are paid by the hour by the site, but are not paid for supplies and transportation or time in 
transit. 
 
HelpCove.com – helpcove.com would be considered at task platform with workers labelled as “Helpers”, but also 
crosses over with online platforms who focus only on online work.  You can find plumbers and cleaners locally and 
lawyers and designers that do work online on the same site. 
 
Hexi Design – Hexidesign.com is a creative and design crowdsourcing site that allows employers to start “contests” 
similar to 99design.com and CrowdSpring.com. 
 
iFreelance.com – A freelance site that focuses on high end freelance work similar to guru, freelancer, upwork.  They 
operate a different model though as they don’t take a commission or charge a service fee.  Instead employers are not 
charged to post a job or find a freelancer on their site, and freelancers pay a monthly service fee that is different 
depending on several factors including how many different areas of expertise you want to be listed as, what order 
your proposal will be viewed when you bid on a job and the number of jobs you can have in a portfolio. 
 
IMGiGz.com – Is a microtasking site that only has online marketing microtasks.   
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Instacart.com – A grocery delivery service that promises groceries in an hour.  The freelancers are called “shoppers” 
and “drivers”.  Shoppers pull groceries from shelves only.  Drivers deliver groceries and are able to pull groceries 
too.  Workers apply, complete a background check and also have an in-person introduction/session at a local grocery 
store with an Instacart.com employee.  Workers are compensated based on a formula that factors in the number of 
orders per shift and the number of items per order, in other words, piecemeal pay. 
 
JobBoy.com - a microtasking site that only has online marketing microtasks.   
 
JustAnswer.com – Lets you post a question, and a dollar amount you’re willing to pay to have it answers.  The 
question you pose is treated as “job” on this site.  They have an unbelievable list of expert types, for example, 
Pediatrician, Real Estate Lawyer, GM Mechanic, Dog Vet, Android Expert etc.  Just Answer vets experts through an 
8-Step Expert Quality Process, including license and credential verification, expert tests, and performance reviews.  
They say average response time 24hrs a day is about 7 minutes. 
 
Lyft.com – Another ridesharing app.  Launched in 2012 it can be found is over 200 cities in the United States. 
 
Managed by Q - https://managedbyq.com/ Does offers commercial cleaners, assistants, helpers and handymen for 
businesses.  Workers are called “operators” and are highly vetted.  Interviewed, background check, and trained.   
 
Mechanical Turk – mturk.com is the original gig site, started in 2005.  It invented microtasking.  On the site 
employers post jobs known as Human Intelligence Tasks (HITs) and workers called “turkers” can then browse 
among existing jobs and complete them in exchange for a monetary amount by the employer. 
 
Microworkers – a fairly large site replicating mturk.com with over 800,000 workers.  
  
Minijobz – A small microtask site focused on helping “employers” increase their web traffic and digital presence by 
paying people to visit their website, post reviews etc. 
 
MoonlightingApp.com – An open marketplace for freelancers and employers for the entire range of services.  They 
take a small service fee from freelancer 1-3% for finding work, but are not involved in managing the work like other 
freelance sites. 
 
Munchery.com  – On demand meal service delivery in about 1500 cities nationwide.  Workers are paid by delivery 
based on mileage. 
 
OnlineWritingJobs.com - Freelance writing service for writers of all skill levels and experience.  Formally known as 
QualityGal.com they started in 2006. Jobs average $10-15 dollars with the highest job capped at $50.  Workers are 
required to apply and complete $10 test jobs. 
PeoplePerHour.com – One of UK biggest online marketplaces although they claim to have workers in 188 countries.  
Gigs run the gamut from high-skilled design and coding to twitter followers. 
 
Plowme.com – A site for on-demand snow plowing in the Boston area. 
 
Postmates.com – They refer to themselves as a logistics company.  The operate a network of couriers who deliver 
goods locally.  Are currently in over 100 metro areas in the United States. 
 
Problogger Jobs - http://jobs.problogger.net/ - Much like the name implies a freelance job board site.  The site does 
not get involved in vetting the writers or financial transactions. 
 
Programmer Meet Designer – Programmermeetdesigner.com his is a site for programmers, web developers, 
designers and writers to find each other and work together to create websites that look and function great.  The idea 




Project4Hire – Project4hire.com is a Project4Hire is a site for freelance programmers, web designers, graphic artists, 
IT specialists, translators, writers, virtual assistants, HR consultants, bookkeepers, and paralegals.  Similar structure 
as most of the general online freelance platforms.  Posting jobs are free for employers, and freelancers subscribe to a 
premium membership which allows them to accept and bid for jobs for free.  The free basic membership charges 
freelancer for accepting and bidding on jobs. 
 
RapidWorkers.com – Another of the many microtask.com sites focused on digital marketing. 
 
ShortTask.com – a very small (new?) site focused on research, writing, data entry and design.  Currently has 129 
tasks for workers to bid on. 
 
StudentFreelance.com – A site focused on college students who want to freelance.  From their site “Our mission is 
to connect employers with quality talent in the form of American educated students. Freelance provides students an 
opportunity to use their skills and earn an income while gaining valuable work experience. Employers benefit from a 
cost effective and scalable solution. Ultimately our goal is for the greater good of the American economy. As more 
American companies realize the benefit of hiring students on a freelance basis, they will be more inclined to 
insource their work rather than outsource it, and that will lead to lower unemployment and more job creation among 
American youths.”  Students can join for free, and the employer pays the commission when they hire a student.  
Mostly higher skilled jobs, but also has jobs like “House chores” and “Personal Errands”. 
 
TaskArmy.com - Another microtasking site similar to damongo.com, fourerr.com, findeavor.com, gigblasters.com, 
and gigbux.com in which workers post jobs they’re willing to complete. 
 
Taskrabbit.com – A large online marketplace that connects employers with “taskers” for local tasks, like shopping, 
home repair etc.  Currently available in 19 cities, but continues to expand.  Is considered a leader in the task/home 
delivery platform category. 
 
TenBux.com – Another microtasking site similar to damongo.com, fourerr.com, findeavor.com, gigblasters.com, 
and gigbux.com in which workers post jobs they’re willing to complete. 
 
TextBroker – Is a content and article writing site.  Over 100,000 registered freelance authors.  Employers choose the 
quality if writer you want and pay accordingly.  For a basic author the employers pay 1.3 cents/word (workers are 
paid .7 cents/word) to 7.2 cents/word for “professional quality” (workers paid 4.9 cents/word). 
 
TheGlamApp.com – App that allows customers find freelance stylists.  Hair, Make-up, and Nail artist can be sent.  
Prices differ depending on expertise and services you choose.  Stylist are paid by job depending on services chosen. 
 
Thumbtack.com – 1100 specific services offered by “pros” on the site.  “Pros” sign up including their areas of 
expertise.  Employers post a job, and the site then decides what “pros” can bid for the job.  Pros then send proposal 
to employer for the gig, including time and cost, and employer decides which pro to use.  Site does not collect 
commission but each pro is charged to bid for work.  The amount charged to the freelancer to bid on the job differs 
depending on length and complexity of job.  Employer is not charged.   
 
TopCoder.com - Topcoder is an online community of more than 880,000 developers, designers, competitive 
programmers, and data scientists who compete against one another for cash prizes – rewarded for problems and jobs 
by organizations and companies.  It is known in the coding world as “competitive coding”. 
 
Toptal.com – A high end site for freelance software engineers and designers.  Freelancers are vetted and required to 
pass 5 tests, and ongoing evaluation.  Have statistical pass rate data for tests, and acceptance test, and their site 
claims only a 3 percent acceptance rate for their freelancers. 
 
TryCaviar.com – Food delivery from restaurants.  They partner directly with restaurants to offer their food, and then 
use on-demand couriers to deliver the food.  Currently in 17 markets in the US. 
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Tutor.com – an online tutoring company that connects students to freelance tutors in an online classroom. The 
service offers on-demand and schedule tutoring to students in grades 4 through 12 and college. Has more than 40 
subjects including math, science, essay writing, foreign language and test prep.  
 
Uber.com – What many consumers think the gig economy is.  Uber is an American multinational online 
transportation network company that connects customers with drivers who use their own cars. 
 
Upcounsel.com – Business legal services online.  Lawyers create profiles for prospective employers, and employers 
can post jobs/gigs that lawyers can apply for.  Exact same model as other online freelance sites.  Selective about 
freelancers allowed on their site.  They claim they only accept 4% of applicants who have an average 14 years of 
experience.  Lawyers display an hourly price which the employer pays.  Upcounsel.com collects a fee from the 
freelance lawyers, while not published on the site, other blogs/sites suggest a 10%-15% fee is what is charged.   
 
Upwork.com – Formerly odesk.com, and recently merged with elance.com, upwork.com is a leader in the online 
work platform category.  It is generally considered the largest freelance platform, although freelancer.com make the 
same claim using difference metrics.  They claim to have 12 million registered freelancers and complete over a 
billion dollars in freelance work annually. 
 
Workhoppers.com – It operates much like an online dating site as “employers” post a job, and then they’re able to 
look at freelancers that the site matches to their job posting.  Only the matching is done through the site, no 
financials.  Employers pay a monthly fee to have access to workers.  No fee for workers. 
 
WriterBay.com – A site for academic writing.  Freelancers are vetted (including verification of education), given 
essays to write etc.  Once they are accepted they’re able to bid and accept jobs.  Workers are able to gain “pro” 
writer status and qualify for higher paying jobs.   
 
YunoJuno.com – Focusing on extremely high-end freelancers.  Their site says they want “elite” freelancers.  
Freelancers are vetted and their profiles are examined before they are allowed to bid for work. 
 
Zeerk.com - Another microtasking site similar to damongo.com, fourerr.com, findeavor.com, gigblasters.com, and 
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